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Chapter 1: In a New Town

The rain fell with the grim determination of a bureaucracy that had been given a mandate and intended to see it through regardless of public opinion, personal comfort, or the structural integrity of anything below it.

Garrick Hallow walked through it anyway.

He had been walking for six days. Before that, he had been walking for eleven days. Before that, he had killed the Demon Lord in a cavern beneath the Ashspine Mountains while the rest of the world’s assembled heroes were still arguing about formation order three leagues away. He tried not to think about that part. He thought about it constantly.

The town wall emerged from the dark like a drunk leaning against a lamppost, upright, technically, but making no promises about the next five minutes. It was fifteen feet of stacked field stone that had been mortared with enthusiasm and then abandoned to the honest critique of weather. A crack ran from the gatehouse lintel to a point roughly four feet above the mud, wide enough to post a letter through, assuming the letter didn’t mind arriving damp and sideways.

The gate itself stood open.

This was less a policy decision than a structural one.

The left door had swollen in its frame sometime around the previous autumn and fused there with the quiet permanence of a man who had sat down in a chair and decided, on a molecular level, never to rise again. The right door compensated by hanging at an angle that suggested it had once tried to close, failed, and developed a personality disorder about it.

A single guard occupied a stool beneath the overhang of the gatehouse.

He was not asleep.

He was in that liminal territory between sleep and wakefulness where the body has surrendered but the mind keeps one flickering candle lit in case someone asks a question. A lantern sat beside him on a crate, its flame the only point of warmth in a quarter mile of wet darkness, throwing a circle of orange light roughly the size of a dining table across the cobbles.

Garrick did not need the light.

He could see the grain of the wood on the gatehouse beam. He could see the moth circling the lantern’s glass. He could see the individual threads of the guard’s coat where the left elbow had worn through and been patched with a fabric that didn’t match, suggesting either poverty or color blindness or both.

Blue text flickered at the edge of his vision.

New area discovered: Brackenridge (Frontier Settlement, Walled)

+50 Experience

He dismissed it the way a man swats a fly near his ear.

Garrick stopped in front of the guard.

The guard startled so violently that the stool rocked onto two legs, hung there for a theatrical moment, and then settled back with a wooden clunk. His hand went to the short sword at his hip, found the pommel, and gripped it in the manner of someone who had been trained to grip things but had received limited instruction on what to do next.

“God, where did you… how long have you…”

“Evening,” Garrick said.

Blue words materialized above the guard’s head, unbidden and absolutely impossible to suppress no matter how many times Garrick had tried.

Guard - Level 13

Garrick looked away from the text. He had once spent three weeks meditating in a monastery specifically to learn how to stop seeing the words.

The monks had been very helpful.

The words had been unimpressed with their helpfulness.

“I’m looking for an inn,” Garrick said.

The guard stared up at him. Garrick was tall in the way that door frames noticed. The cloak didn’t help, midnight black, heavy with rain, draped over a frame that belonged to a man who had spent the better part of a century doing things that built the kind of muscle polite society preferred not to discuss. Water ran off the hood and pooled at his boots.

The guard’s grip on his sword tightened. His other hand found the edge of the crate and held on, knuckles pale.

“There’s, ah–” The guard swallowed. “The Sallow’s Rest. Nan’s place. Straight down the main road, left at the well, you can’t miss the sign. It’s got a.. it’s got a painted–” He trailed off, apparently losing his train of thought somewhere in the region of Garrick’s shoulders.

“Thank you,” Garrick said, and meant it, which somehow made the guard flinch harder.

I need to do better controlling my irritation, Garrick thought.

He hadn’t been irritated. He’d been tired, wet, and mildly hungry. But the ambient pressure of a man whose Strength attribute had seven digits tended to translate poorly at close range. To the guard, “mildly hungry” probably felt like standing downwind of a forest fire.

He stepped through the broken gateway.

Behind him, the guard exhaled like a man who had just been informed that the bear had moved on to someone else’s campsite.

Battle Conclusion!

Partial attribution earned!

295 Demons killed on the Plains of Red Iron Sand

1,149 Experience Earned!

Garrick’s jaw tightened.

The notifications were still coming.

And had continued to do so for six days, trickling in like late mail from a war that refused to acknowledge it was over. The Demon Lord’s system, that vast, parasitic lattice of shared power that had connected every demon to every other demon in a pyramid scheme of malevolence, had collapsed when Garrick put his sword through the thing at the top.

The collapse was still propagating.

Demons linked to the network were dying in waves as the power that sustained them unraveled, and the system, with the cheerful diligence of a clerk who would keep filing reports until the building burned down around him, kept attributing the kills.

Two hundred and ninety-five demons on the Plains of Red Iron Sand. He hadn’t been within four hundred miles of the Plains of Red Iron Sand. He’d been eating stale bread in a ditch outside a logging town.

He dismissed the notification.

Another one would come. They always did.

The main road of Brackenridge was cobblestone, uneven, slick, and laid with the optimistic pathways of someone who believed straight lines were more of a suggestion than a commitment. Lantern posts stood at intervals, iron poles topped with glass housings that threw pools of amber light across the wet stone.

In the rain and the dark, the effect was genuinely lovely.

The kind of town that would look charming on a postcard, assuming the postcard didn’t mention the cracked wall, the broken gate, or the fact that the frontier had a habit of eating places like this and leaving nothing but foundations and rumors.

Most of the buildings had gone dark.

Shuttered windows, barred doors, lanterns off, the universal language of we are closed and we mean it. A few still leaked light, a forge with its chimney breathing orange, a house with a candle flickering behind oilcloth curtains, what might have been a tavern or might have been an argument.

A stray dog appeared from an alley like a furry, optimistic ambush.

It was the kind of dog that had been several breeds at once and had given up trying to reconcile them. Brown, mostly. Ears that couldn’t agree on a direction. Ribs visible under a coat that the rain had plastered flat. It bounded up to Garrick with the full-body joy of a creature that had decided, on zero evidence, that this particular stranger was the answer to every problem it had ever had.

It barked a couple times.

Then sat, tail hammering the wet cobbles, and looked up at him with an expression of such unearned trust that Garrick felt something shift in his chest.

He reached into his pack and pulled out a strip of dried venison he’d been saving for breakfast. “Here.”

The dog lunged for it.

The cat was faster.

It came from nowhere, a grey blur that materialized between the dog’s jaws and the jerky with the precision of a pickpocket and the moral flexibility of a tax collector. One moment the venison was in the air. The next moment the cat had it, had retreated a few feet, and was eating with the calm, methodical pace of someone who had absolutely no intention of being rushed, thank you.

The dog sat back down.

Its tail stopped wagging.

It looked at Garrick then back at the cat. It made a sound that wasn’t quite a whine and wasn’t quite a question but occupied the exact emotional territory of both.

Garrick stared at the cat as well.

The cat did not look up.

He pulled out a second strip of jerky and knelt, holding it close to the dog’s muzzle, one hand between the offering and the cat’s line of approach. The dog took it gently, so gently that Garrick revised his estimate of the animal’s history from “stray” to “someone’s, once”, and retreated behind Garrick’s leg to eat in peace.

The cat, having finished its stolen meal, sat on the cobblestones and began cleaning one paw with the serene indifference of a creature that had never, in its entire life, experienced a consequence.

Garrick straightened up and adjusted his pack.

Then he turned toward the main road.

The cat stood, crossed the distance between them in a couple unhurried strides, leapt onto his shoulder, walked across the back of his neck, and settled into the space between his cloak and his collar with the practiced ease of a passenger boarding a familiar coach.

It tucked its paws beneath itself and closed its eyes. Within a few seconds it was asleep, a warm grey weight pressed against the side of his neck, purring with the low, rattling satisfaction of a creature that had found exactly what it wanted and had no plans to negotiate.

Garrick stood very still in the rain.

The dog picked up its jerky, trotted to his left heel, and fell into step beside him, tail resuming its metronome.

He looked at the cat.

The cat was asleep.

He looked at the dog.

The dog looked up at him with adoration so pure it bordered on a philosophical position.

“Right,” Garrick said.

He walked.

The sign for the Sallow’s Rest hung from a wrought-iron bracket above a door that had been painted green at some point in its life and had since faded to the color of old moss. Garrick could read it from forty yards in the dark and the rain, which was the kind of ability that had been very useful in war and was now primarily good for reading inn signs without squinting. The painted image showed a bed with a moon above it, rendered with the artistic confidence of someone who had once seen both a bed and a moon but perhaps not at the same time.

Light bled from every window. Warm, yellow, comfortable, and alive.

He pushed the door open.

The common room of the Sallow’s Rest was everything the rain was not: dry, bright, close, and occupied.

A fire crackled in a stone hearth wide enough to roast a goat. Candles in iron sconces threw overlapping circles of light across a room of heavy oak tables, mismatched chairs, and the kind of low ceiling that made tall men instinctively duck. Eight, maybe nine people sat in clusters, farmers, a pair of garrison soldiers still in uniform, an old man nursing a tankard like it owed him money, and a few others that should not have been there.

Every single one of them stopped talking.

Garrick stood in the doorway. Rain streamed off his cloak and pooled on the threshold. The midnight-black fabric hung from shoulders that filled the frame. The hood shadowed his face. A grey cat was asleep on his neck. A wet dog sat at his heel, tail thumping the floorboards, a strip of jerky clamped in its jaws like a cigar.

The silence had weight.

It pressed against the walls.

A candle flickered.

Someone’s spoon clinked against a bowl and then stopped, as if the spoon had also decided to pay attention.

A woman emerged from behind the bar.

Silver hair pinned up and half-smile already in place. She had eyes that moved across Garrick the way a merchant assesses a crate, quickly and with particular attention to what might be hidden under the packing straw.

She smelled, even from across the room, like soap and stew and something harder to name. Competence, maybe.

She looked at the dog then at the cat. She looked at the six feet and change of rain-soaked, cloak-wrapped silence standing in her doorway.

“Well,” she said. “You’ve brought company.”

“They invited themselves,” Garrick said.

“They always do.” She came around the bar, wiping her hands on a cloth, and crouched in front of the dog with the practiced ease of someone who had evicted animals from her establishment before and intended to do so again with minimal drama. “Come on, love. Out you go. Kitchen’s round the back if you’re hungry, but the common room’s for paying customers and creatures with fewer fleas.”

The dog looked at Garrick.

Garrick gave it a nod he hadn’t planned to give.

The dog followed the woman to the door, pausing once to glance back with an expression that said, very clearly, I will be here in the morning and every morning after that until one of us dies, and then trotted into the rain toward the promise of a kitchen.

The cat did not move.

The cat remained on Garrick’s shoulder, asleep, purring, and radiating the absolute certainty that no one in this building had the authority to relocate it.

The woman eyed the cat.

The cat did not eye the woman because it was asleep.

“I don’t suppose that one’s leaving,” she said.

“I don’t suppose it is.”

She made a sound that was half laugh and half sigh, the sound of a woman who had been running an inn on the frontier long enough to know which battles were worth fighting and which ones were just going to sit on your shoulder and purr. “Room and a meal?”

“Please.”

“Sit. I’ll bring stew. Bread’s from this morning but it won’t kill you.” She paused, looked at him again, really looked, the kind of look that went past the cloak and the frame and arrived somewhere in the vicinity of the bags under his eyes. “You look like you’ve been walking a while.”

“Yes, a while,” Garrick said.

“Mm.” She turned back toward the bar. “Nan Sallow. This is my place. You break anything, you pay for it. You cause trouble, you leave. You want breakfast, it’s two coppers and you show up before the bread does.”

“Fair.”

He sat at a table in the corner, back to the wall and facing the door. He did this without thinking about it. He had stopped thinking about it years ago. It was just where he sat. The way some people always took the aisle seat, or always checked that the stove was off. Except his version involved sight lines and exit routes, and the stove in question had been a war.

The stew arrived.

It was brown and hot. It contained things that had once been vegetables and a meat that was either mutton or a very committed root vegetable. He ate it. It was, by every objective measure, unremarkable.

Yet.. It was the best thing he’d tasted in weeks.

The cat woke up long enough to sniff the bread, dismiss it as beneath its palate, and go back to sleep on the table beside his bowl, curled into a grey comma.

The common room’s conversation resumed in stages, a murmur here, a laugh there, a cough over yonder, the careful reconstruction of normalcy after a large stranger had briefly made everyone reconsider their evening plans. Garrick ate. The fire cracked. Rain hit the windows in gusts.

Nan Sallow brought him a key that was made of iron and heavy. Attached to a wooden tag with the number 6 burned into it.

“Top of the stairs, end of the hall. Latch sticks. Jiggle it and it opens.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. The roof leaks.”

“I can fix that,” Garrick said, and immediately wished he hadn’t, because it was exactly the kind of thing that turned strangers into neighbors, and neighbors into people who expected you to stay.

Nan’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “Can you now?” She tucked the cloth into her apron. “We’ll see. Goodnight, Mr…?”

“Hallow,” he said. “Garrick Hallow.”

The name still felt like a coat that didn’t quite fit. Harrick Gallow had killed the Demon Lord. Garrick Hallow was going to fix roofs and drink tea and be absolutely nobody until the world forgot that heroes were a thing it needed. He couldn’t think of a better name.

“Goodnight, Mr. Hallow,” Nan said, and her half-smile suggested she was filing the name away.

He climbed the stairs. The cat preceded him, flowing up the steps like grey water running uphill, and waited at the door to room six with the patience of a creature that had already decided this was home.

The latch stuck. He jiggled it and it opened.

The room was small, clean, and contained a bed, a washstand, a chair, and a window that looked out onto the rain and the dark and the rooftops of a town he had never seen before and had chosen for no reason other than it was far enough from everywhere that mattered.

He set his pack down and hung the cloak on the hook behind the door. Then sat on the bed.

The cat jumped up, circled twice, and settled against his thigh.

Congratulations!

3,042 Demons killed across the Windhollow Marches (Cascade Event)

12,209 Experience Earned!

He closed his eyes.

The notifications would keep coming.

The demons would keep dying.

The system would keep counting, tallying, attributing, and filing its little blue reports with the diligence of a clerk who had never been told the office was closed. Somewhere out there, the Demon Lord’s network was still unraveling, and every thread that snapped was another number, notification, and another cheerful reminder that Garrick Hallow, Harrick Gallow, whoever he was, had broken something so vast that the breaking itself had become an event with its own momentum.

He scratched the cat behind the ears and it purred louder.

The rain hammered the roof.

Said roof leaked, exactly as promised, a single drip landing in the corner with the patience of a clock counting down to nothing in particular.

He could fix that.

He could fix a lot of things, actually.

That had always been the problem.

The fixing. The inability to walk past a broken thing without seeing the repair. A gate that wouldn’t close. A wall with a crack. A guard who flinched because the air around a stranger felt like a held breath before thunder.

Tomorrow he would find a shop to rent, or a building to buy, or a ruin to rebuild. He would stock shelves with herbs and tools. He would repair kettles. He would be ordinary so hard that ordinary would have no choice but to believe him.

The cat purred.

The rain fell.

The drip kept time.

Garrick Hallow slept, and the blue words glowed softly in the dark above him like stars that refused to go out.
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Chapter 2: Property and Other Disasters

Garrick opened his eyes to a new world that he had not imagined. Mostly one where he would open his eyes to a cat sitting on his chest.

This was the first thing Garrick became aware of, and for several seconds it was the only thing, because the cat weighed approximately the same as a small anvil and had positioned itself with surgical precision over his sternum.

The second thing he became aware of was the ceiling.

It was low, stained, made of old wood, and unfamiliar. A brown watermark spread across the plaster above him in a shape that resembled, depending on one’s philosophical orientation, either a map of a country that didn’t exist or a joyful dog sitting down in the shape of a familiar one he remembered. The single drip from the night before had left a dark spot on the floorboards in the corner.

The window showed the grey light of a morning after a storm.

The kind of light that didn’t commit to anything but showed up anyway.

He lay still in the bed that was to small for him.

The bed was lumpy and the pillow smelled of soap and age. The blanket was wool and had been washed so many times it had achieved a texture that existed somewhere between fabric and apology.

Garrick Hallow, formerly Harrick Gallow, was in an inn.

He was in an inn in a town called Brackenridge, on the frontier, one with a broken gateway, and four hundred miles from the nearest person who knew his real name.

The war was over even if no one but him knew that so far.

The Demon Lord was dead.

The cavern throne beneath the Ashspine Mountains was a tomb now, sealed by collapse and silence and the weight of a story the world had already gotten wrong.

The politics and the councils. The seven generals who couldn’t agree on which fork to use at dinner, let alone how to coordinate a continental assault. The Chosen Hero, selected by prophecy and committee, who had spent the morning of Garrick’s final decision to end this, had been giving a speech to an empty ridge while Garrick walked into the dark alone because someone had to and waiting for consensus would have taken another six months and the world didn’t have six months.

Other heroes and legendary adventurers argued with said generals about positions and roles.

Battle Saints demanded the bards follow inside the cavern for an accurate retelling of the battles and what happened.

And the great Noble Knight Orders and House Knights of the mighty Houses of the kingdom had been trying to sneak painters and artists in before the fighting and had been caught red handed. They had been demanding no consequences for their actions because it was the right thing to do if no one wanted political upheaval and all the knights leaving before the fight ever took its first cut.

All of it was behind him.

Far, far behind him.

Garrick smiled.

It was a small smile and tentative. The kind of expression that arrives on a face that hasn’t worn one in so long the muscles need a moment to remember the choreography. It lasted a few seconds, maybe four, and it was the first genuine smile he’d managed since a night in a collapsing cavern when he’d looked at the Demon Lord’s corpse and thought, with absolute clarity and understanding the absurdity of said thought: That was too easy.

The cat opened one eye.

It regarded him with the flat, amber assessment of a creature that had been awake for some time and had been waiting, with diminishing patience, for the large warm surface beneath it to become useful.

Then it yawned.

Said yawn was a production. It involved the full extension of the jaw, the display of every tooth the cat owned, and a sound like a very small door creaking open on very small hinges. This was followed by a stretch that began at the front paws, traveled through the spine in a slow wave, and concluded at the tail, which flicked once against Garrick’s chin.

Then the cat spoke.

It did not speak in words, obviously. Cats don’t speak Common Tongue.

It spoke in the language cats have used since the dawn of domestication, a language consisting entirely of demands, complaints, orders, and the occasional grudging acknowledgment that gravity exists. The first sound was a short, clipped mrrp that clearly meant the door is closed and this is unacceptable. The second was a longer, more elaborate mrrrooow that translated roughly to I have biological needs that require outdoor facilities and your failure to anticipate this is a personal failing I intend to remember. The next few were a rapid-fire series of chirps and trills that covered, in no particular order: the inadequacy of the room, the lateness of the hour, the absence of milk, the general decline of hospitality standards in the frontier region, and a formal request for breakfast that carried the unmistakable subtext of or else.

“Right,” Garrick said.

He sat up and the cat flowed off his chest and onto the bed, then to the floor, then to the door, where it sat and stared at the latch with focused intensity.

Garrick pulled on his boots, ran a hand through his hair, and opened the door.

The cat shot through the gap like a grey arrow fired from a bow that had been drawn for eight hours.

He followed it down the stairs.

The common room of the Sallow’s Rest at breakfast was a different animal from the common room at night. The fire had been fed and was crackling with the cheerful aggression of a blaze that knew it had a job to do and intended to do it loudly. Steam rose from a kitchen somewhere behind the bar, carrying with it the smell of porridge, bread, something frying in fat, and the faint, ever-present ghost of last night’s stew.

The room was full.

Farmers occupied two long tables near the hearth, eating with the focused efficiency of people who had places to be and mud to stand in. A trio of women in aprons sat near the window, sharing a pot of tea and a conversation conducted entirely in significant glances. Two garrison soldiers hunched over bowls, spooning porridge with the mechanical rhythm of men who had learned to eat fast and think later. A boy of perhaps twelve was sweeping the floor in a pattern that suggested he had been told to sweep the floor and had interpreted this instruction as creatively as possible, mostly to look busy but not actually do any work until he was told to do so.

Nan Sallow moved through all of it like a current through a river.

She carried two plates in one hand and a pitcher in the other. She refilled a cup without breaking stride, delivered the plates to a table of farmers without slowing, collected an empty bowl from a soldier with a nod that was simultaneously a greeting and a dismissal, and arrived behind the bar in time to hand a bread roll to a cook who had appeared in the kitchen doorway with the haunted expression of someone who had run out of something critical.

The cat had already left the building and returned to enter the common room in the time that Garrick had been standing there.

It paused at the foot of the stairs, surveyed the available seating, the quality of the light, the proximity of food, and the general moral character of every person present.

Then it walked to the bar, jumped onto a stool, sat, and busied itself with cleaning itself in public and without shame.

Nan looked at it.

The cat never looked back and only chirped at her.

Nan looked at Garrick, who had arrived at the bar two steps behind the cat and was already reaching for his coin pouch. “Your lodger has expectations.”

“It’s been a vocal morning.”

Nan produced a saucer from beneath the bar and poured milk into it from a small jug with the resigned grace of a woman who had served worse customers and charged them more. The cat descended upon the saucer and began drinking with rapid, precise laps that made drops jump onto its forehead, pausing once to look up at Nan, issue a single chirp of critique, the milk was, apparently, insufficiently milk-like in some dimension only cats could perceive, and then resumed drinking anyway, because principles were one thing and milk was another.

Through the front window, Garrick could see the dog.

It was sitting on the cobblestones outside the door with the posture of a sentinel who had been assigned this post at dawn and intended to hold it until relieved or until the heat death of the universe, whichever came before the other. Its tail began wagging the moment Garrick’s silhouette appeared in the glass. The wagging increased in speed and amplitude when it noticed Garrick looking, until the dog’s entire rear half was involved in the motion, a display of loyalty so enthusiastic it bordered on structural risk.

“Could I get scraps for the dog as well?” Garrick asked.

Nan glanced toward the window. “That thing’s been sitting there since before I opened the doors. Hasn’t moved. Hasn’t barked. Just… sat there in the rain.”

“It’s patient.”

“It’s in love,” Nan corrected. She called toward the kitchen. “Miri, bag of scraps for the stray. The big one. No, the dog, not the… yes, that one.”

A cloth bag appeared over the kitchen counter. Garrick took it to the front door, opened it, and was immediately hit in the knees by sixty pounds of ecstatic canine. The dog circled him twice, pressed its head against his thigh, accepted the bag of scraps with a gentleness that once again suggested a history of being someone’s, and retreated to the cobblestones to eat while maintaining eye contact with Garrick at all times.

The eye contact was unwavering and, much to Garrick’s wonder, it was a commitment.

He went back inside.

“Want breakfast?” Nan asked.

Garrick nodded and placed three copper coins on the bar.

Nan looked at the coins. She picked up two and left the third where it sat. “Food is two coppers.”

“One for the cat and dog.”

She studied him for a moment. Then she picked up the third coin and her half-smile widened into something that almost reached her eyes. “Maybe you won’t be the trouble I thought you’d be.”

Garrick tried to smile back.

It came out closer to a smile than yesterday’s attempt. Practice was helping. He sat at the same corner table, back to wall, facing the door, sight lines clear, and making sure no one in the room was a threat, and ate porridge with honey and bread that was, as promised, from this morning and therefore a significant upgrade from last night’s vintage. The cat finished its milk, crossed the common room, jumped onto his table, sniffed the porridge, found it beneath consideration, and began grooming itself with thoroughness.

He ate and watched the room, imagining what life looked like without the trouble finding him. Any trouble. Because it meant that said trouble died quickly and too easily. Then people would see and they would remember. Then they would look at him, see him different, act different around him, and treat him different. He would stop being normal enough and would become something they were scared of. Wary of.

And then he would need to leave and find a new place to live.

Another town that did not know who he was.

Garrick counted exits out of habit and then made himself stop counting exits, which was its own kind of habit he was trying to teach himself.

The porridge was good.

The bread was better.

The quiet was best.

When the bowl was empty, he returned to the bar. Nan was drying glasses, which appeared to be less a chore and more a surveillance technique, since her eyes hadn’t stopped moving since he’d come downstairs.

Garrick waited until her surveying reached him and then he waved.

Nan made her way to him.

“I’m looking for a building. Something to buy that is a shopfront, if there is one.”

Nan’s cloth paused mid-circle on the glass she had come with. “Shopfront? You’re staying, then.”

“That’s the idea.”

“Mm.” She resumed polishing. “You’ll want to see Reeve Quill. Lena. She handles property, permits, taxes, complaints, disputes, and anything else that requires a form, a signature, any paperwork, documentation, or a woman who can make grown men apologies for wasting her time.” Nan set the glass down and picked up another that materialized from her deep pockets. “Her office is past the well, second building on the right. Stone front, green shutters, wide windows that are thicker then the stone, and a sign that says ‘Reeve’s Office’ in letters big enough to read from the afterlife. She’ll be there. She’s always there. I’m half convinced she sleeps in the filing cabinet.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Thank her. After you’ve survived the paperwork.”

The cat rode on his shoulder.

It had assumed this position the moment he stepped outside, leaping from the doorframe to his left shoulder with the casual precision of a creature boarding a personal carriage, and had settled into the crook between his neck and his collar with its paws tucked and its eyes wide and its tail draped down his back like a grey scarf.

From this vantage point, it surveyed Brackenridge.

The survey was thorough.

The cat’s head tracked left as they passed a row of stone cottages with kitchen gardens behind low walls. It tracked right as a woman carrying a basket of eggs crossed the road ahead of them. It tracked upward as a crow landed on a rooftop and made a sound that the cat clearly interpreted as a personal challenge. The cat’s ears flattened. The crow, displaying the wisdom of its species, relocated.

The dog followed at Garrick’s left heel.

It had fallen into step the moment he’d emerged from the inn, matching his pace in one that suggested either military training or an obsessive devotion to spatial relationships. It barked once at a chicken that had wandered into the road. It barked twice at a goat tied to a fence post. It barked at another cat, keeping its side eye of the gray one on Garrick’s shoulder in case it chose to intervene. It barked a few more times at a second dog across the street, a fat brown thing asleep on a porch, and then immediately retreated behind Garrick’s leg when the fat brown thing opened one eye.

The barking never took it more than a half-step from his heel.

Brackenridge looked different in daylight.

The rain had stopped sometime before dawn, leaving the cobblestones wet and gleaming and the air smelling of damp stone, wood smoke, hearth fires, bakeries making pastries and bread, a smithy in the distance, and the green scent of wheat fields after water. The buildings were mostly old stone and in the condition of things that had been built well once and then maintained by people who cared deeply but lacked funds.

Shutters that needed paint.

Walls that needed better foundations.

Leaning structural posts that needed reinforcement

Roofs that needed—

He stopped himself.

Garrick was not going to catalogue every repair in the village. He was going to buy a building, fix that building, and leave every other roof, wall, shutter, fence, gutter, lintel, and sagging porch in Brackenridge to the people who owned them.

A shutter across the street hung from one hinge.

He looked away.

The Reeve’s Office was exactly where Nan had described it: past the well, second on the right, stone front, green shutters, massive windows. The sign read REEVE’S OFFICE in letters that were, indeed, visible from a distance that suggested the sign-painter had been commissioned by someone who never wanted to give directions again.

Garrick pushed the door open.

The office smelled of ink, paper, old parchment, and the faint, acrid undertone of a woman who had been dealing with the public since before the public was awake. Shelves lined all the walls, floor to ceiling, packed with ledgers, folders, bound documents, and loose papers organized into a system that was either brilliantly intuitive or completely insane, depending on whether you were the person who had built it.

A desk occupied the center of the room like a fortification. It was large, oak, scarred with use, and covered in neat stacks of paper arranged with an organization that made Garrick’s tool-rack look sloppy. An inkwell sat at the exact center. Two pencils flanked it like honor guards. A stamp, brass, heavy, slightly rusted, and well-used, occupied the upper right corner with the quiet authority of a weapon kept within reach.

Behind the desk sat Lena Quill.

She had a tidy bun and sharp eyes with giant glasses. Ink-stained fingers and sleeves rolled to the exact same height on both arms, a symmetry so perfect it had to be deliberate. She was writing when he entered, and she finished her sentence before looking up, because the sentence had been there first and had priority.

She looked up.

Her pencil tapped the desk a few times before she took off her glasses and set them down. “Good morning. Can I help you, or are you here to drip on my floor?”

Garrick glanced down. His boots, still damp from the previous night’s rain, had left two wet prints on the wooden boards. The cat, from its perch on his shoulder, yawned at the Reeve with the languid disinterest of royalty acknowledging a minor functionary.

“I’d like to buy a property,” Garrick said.

“Name.”

“Garrick Hallow.”

Lena wrote it down. “Previous residence.”

“None locally.”

“Previous residence generally.”

“East.”

Her pencil stopped. She looked at him over the edge of the desk with the expression of a woman who had been given an answer that technically qualified as an answer in the same way that a brick technically qualified as a building material. “East,” she repeated. “That’s… geographically ambitious.”

“I moved around.”

“For the record, Mr. Hallow, ‘moved around’ is what fugitives say. It is also what merchants say, and pilgrims, and people who are simply bad at staying in one place. I will need something more specific for the residency form.” She pulled a sheet of paper from a drawer and placed it in front of her with the care of a woman laying down a gauntlet. “Duration of intended stay.”

“Permanent.”

Both eyebrows rose a fraction. “Permanent? In Brackenridge?”

“Yes.”

“On purpose?”

“Yes.”

Lena tapped her pencil a few times again. She studied him for a long time, her brain clearly working behind her eyes at a pace Garrick did not want to think about. Then she pulled a second form from the drawer, and a third, and a fourth, and stacked them in front of him with the methodical pace of a dealer laying out cards.

“Residency declaration. Property transfer application. Tax registration, initial assessment. Commercial license, if applicable. Proof of identity… do you have proof of identity?”

“I have a name.”

“Everyone has a name, Mr. Hallow. Names are not proof. Names are what people put on things they’d like to own. Do you have documentation? A letter of reference? A guild seal? A writ of passage?”

“No.”

Nothing I can show here without causing a massive fuss anyway, he thought.

“Wonderful.” She wrote something on the residency form. Garrick, whose eyesight could resolve individual grains of sand at two hundred yards, read it upside down: No documentation. Claims permanence. Arrived in rain. Has cat.

“I also have a dog,” he offered.

“I can see the dog.” She glanced toward the window, where the dog had pressed its nose against the glass and was fogging it with the enthusiasm of its breathing. “The dog is not documentation either, though it is making a compelling case for emotional stability. Now.” She folded her hands. “You said property. What kind?”

“Shopfront. With living space attached, if possible. Something with a lot of room.”

“Room for what?”

“Repairs. Herbs. A workshop.”

“A repair-and-herb shop that doubles as a living space…” Lena took a moment to understand what she was being told. “On the frontier?”

“People break things everywhere… and herbs grow too.”

“They do. They also require permits. Herb sales fall under the Frontier Commerce Act, subsection nine, which mandates a seller’s license, a product register, and quarterly inspections by—” She stopped. Something in his expression must have shifted, because she set her pencil down and allowed herself the ghost of a smile. “You’re not a forms person, are you, Mr. Hallow.”

“I’m a fixing-things person.”

“Yes. Well… Fixing things also requires forms–”

Garrick winced.

He had gone very far to not have to deal with this very thing including all the other messes too.

“Welcome to civilization.” Lena stood and opened a cabinet behind her. She retrieved a leather folder that had the thickness and weight of a short novel. “There is one property currently available that matches your description. It has a shopfront, a residential wing, a courtyard, and a rear field. It would be, under normal circumstances, the most desirable commercial property in Brackenridge.”

“Under normal circumstances…?”

“The previous owner accrued a debt. A significant debt. He then announced a spiritual pilgrimage to the HighMountain of Iron Monasteries, packed a single bag, and departed at a speed that suggested his spiritual needs were primarily financial. The debt transferred to the property. The property has been sitting in my ledger for eleven months, accumulating interest and disappointment in equal measure.” She placed the folder on the desk. “The total outstanding balance, including fees, penalties, and what I can only describe as the administrative surcharge for making me deal with this for nearly a year, is fourteen large gold crowns.”

Garrick reached into his pack to hide him pulling from his System Inventory.

Lena had been expecting a lot… this was not it.

She blinked at his sudden movement and lack of scoff, laugh, red face, or the dozen other reactions she usually got.

He counted out fourteen gold crowns before her and set them on the desk in a neat stack.

The coins gleamed like stars. They were perfect and brand new.

The Demon Lord must have had some dragon blood because it had hoarded a ton of treasures and gold. Said gold was all polished and in exquisite conditions.

Lena Quill looked at the gold, at Garrick, then back to the gold again.

Her pencil, which she had picked up reflexively, tapped once against the desk and then stopped, as if it too needed a moment.

“You’re carrying fourteen large gold crowns,” she said. “In a pack on the frontier.”

Garrick shrugged.

Lena’s mouth made a series of movements but found no sound to give them any meaning. She picked up the coins, counted them twice, recorded the amount in her ledger with handwriting that remained immaculate despite what must have been considerable internal upheaval, and stamped the property transfer form with a single, decisive thunk of brass on paper.

“Follow me,” she said.

The building was on the eastern edge of the village, where the main road curved toward the garrison and the last row of houses gave way to fields and the distant tree line. It occupied a corner lot, which meant it had two street-facing walls, a side alley, and a rear boundary that opened onto what had once been a very large garden and was now a territory dispute between several species of thorn bush, two self-seeded apple trees, a colony of ivy that had achieved sentience, and what appeared to be an elderberry bush that had grown so large it had developed its own weather system.

The shopfront faced the road.

Its door hung open because the top hinge had rusted through and the bottom hinge was operating on faith and a single surviving nail. The windows, two of them, flanking the door, still had glass, which was a victory, though the glass in the left window had cracked in a pattern that resembled a spider web designed by a spider who had given up halfway through and gone to the pub.

A sign bracket jutted from the wall above the door, empty, the sign itself presumably having departed on its own pilgrimage some time ago.

Garrick stepped inside.

The shopfront room was large, larger than he’d expected. The ceiling was high enough that he didn’t need to duck, which was rare and welcome. Shelves lined the walls, built-in, solid oak, covered in dust, and the desiccated remains of whatever the previous owner had been selling. A counter ran across the back third of the room, also oak, also dusty, covered in dust, and with a surface scarred by years of transactions and at least one incident involving a blade.

The floor had a hole in it.

Said hole was not large.

It was roughly the size of a dinner plate, located seven feet from the counter, and it went all the way through to the crawl space below, offering a view of dark earth and the faint, musty smell of a foundation that had been having a private conversation with groundwater for the better part of a decade.

Beyond the shopfront, a corridor led to the residential wing.

Garrick walked through it.

The corridor’s ceiling sagged in the middle like a hammock. The walls had been plastered once, and the plaster had since developed a network of cracks that resembled either a river delta or the nervous system of a very anxious building. A door at the end opened onto a kitchen with a hearth, a bedroom with a window facing the courtyard, a second smaller room that could be a workshop or a study or a place to sit and contemplate the life choices that had led one to buy a ruin on the frontier, and a back door that opened onto the courtyard itself.

Said courtyard was where the building’s ambitions became clear.

It was big.

Properly big.

Flagstone paving, mostly intact, bordered by the residential wing on one side, a high stone wall on two others, and a wooden fence on the fourth that separated the courtyard from the rear field. The field stretched back perhaps sixty yards to a line of old oaks, and it was here that the vegetation had staged its coup. Thorn bushes formed a defensive perimeter that would have impressed Captain Varrin. The apple trees had grown into each other and produced a canopy so dense it blocked the sky. The ivy had climbed the rear wall, crossed the top, and was now advancing down the other side with the steady, implacable progress of a glacier that had somewhere to be.

The dog stood in the doorway of the shopfront, tongue out, tail going like a metronome set to allegro con brio. It did not enter, rather it waited, watching Garrick with an expression of total, radiant faith.

The cat had entered.

The cat had, in fact, conducted a full inspection of the premises, moving from room to room with the brisk, critical energy of a surveyor who had seen better and intended to say so. It sniffed corners and tested windowsills. It placed one paw on the sagging corridor ceiling and withdrew it with a look of personal offense. It entered the kitchen, examined the cold hearth, found it wanting, and moved on to the bedroom, where it sat in the center of the floor and delivered a comprehensive verbal report on the property’s failings to Garrick.

The report covered dust, damp, structural integrity, ambient temperature, the absence of suitable sleeping surfaces, the quality of the light, the smell, the draught from the cracked window, the presumption of the spiders who had colonized the upper corners, and a general philosophical objection to the entire enterprise.

Then it found the crate.

Said crate was in the corner of the shopfront, half-collapsed and missing two slats. It was lined with what had once been straw packing and was now a compressed mat of aged fibers that had achieved, through years of neglect and settling, the exact density and warmth of a bespoke cushion. A single beam of morning light fell through the cracked window and landed on the crate’s interior with the precision of a spotlight operator who understood dramatic timing.

The cat stopped and stared at the crate.

It approached it with the slow, reverent gait of a pilgrim approaching a shrine. It sniffed the edge. It placed one paw on the straw. It placed a second paw. It turned in a circle, once, twice, a few more times, and then sank into the crate with a sigh so deep and so satisfied that it seemed to come from somewhere below the cat. As though it came from the crate itself and the fundamental nature of comfort as a universal principle.

It began to purr.

The purring filled the empty shop like a small engine.

The cat looked at Garrick and its eyes were half-closed. Its expression had shifted from comprehensive disapproval to something that, in a human, would have been called bliss, and in a cat was called I have claimed this and everything within a twelve-foot radius and you may continue to exist in my territory on a provisional basis.

It chirped once.

The chirp said: This. This is acceptable. Everything else is your problem, but this… this is perfect.

Lena Quill picked her way across the shopfront, stepping carefully over the hole in the floor with the caution of a woman who had shown this property before and learned from the experience. She stopped beside the counter, folded her arms, frowned deeply, and looked around at the dust, the cracks, the sagging ceiling, the broken door, the shattered window, the hole, the spiders, and the faint but unmistakable smell of a building that had been exhaling mildew for eleven months.

“It’s a dump,” she said. “For the record, I would not have recommended it. I would have suggested you look at the Fenton cottage on Mill Street, which has four walls that are all still committed to being vertical.” She paused. “Not that it matters now. You’ve signed and paid. The forms are stamped.”

Garrick stood in the center of the shopfront.

He looked at the shelves, the counter, the hole in the floor, the cracked window, the missing door hinge, the sagging corridor, the crumbling plaster, the cold hearth, the overgrown courtyard, the thorn bushes, the ivy, the apple trees, the elderberry weather system, the dog waiting for his orders with love and adoration, and the cat in its crate, purring like a small, grey, self-satisfied emperor.

He looked at the light coming through the windows, pale and grey and morning-new, falling across the dusty floorboards in long rectangles that made the dust motes glow like something almost magical.

“No,” Garrick said, and the smile that spread across his face was wide and real and reached his eyes in a way that made Lena Quill glance away, because it felt oddly private, like she’d walked in on someone praying. “It’s perfect.”

Lena shrugged. “Your gold. Your tetanus. I’ll have the deed registered by end of day. You’ll need a commercial license before you open, a signage permit before you hang anything, and a structural assessment before you—” She stopped. Garrick was already running his hand along the doorframe, pressing his thumb into the wood, testing the grain, and finding where it had swollen and where it had split.

His fingers moved with the absent, automatic rhythm of someone who had done this a thousand times before.

She watched him for a moment.

Then she gathered her folder, stepped over the hole one more time, and walked to the door. She paused on the threshold, where the dog greeted her with a single polite wag and then immediately returned its gaze to Garrick. “Welcome to Brackenridge, Mr. Hallow,” Lena said. “Try not to collapse anything that isn’t already collapsing.”

Then she left.

The dog entered.

It crossed the shopfront, sniffed the hole in the floor, sneezed, barked at the spiders in the corner, made its way out the backdoor, and then lay down on the outside with its chin on its paws and its eyes on Garrick, tail sweeping a clean arc through the dust.

The cat purred in its crate.

Garrick stood in his shop.

His shop, his building, his ruin, his project, his home.

And pressed his thumb to two fingers, thinking.

The door needed a hinge. The window needed glass. The floor needed a board. The corridor needed plaster. The roof needed everything. The courtyard needed a machete and possibly a negotiator. The walls needed new walls. The structural load bearing portions needed assistance and much much more.

He could fix all of it with his bare hands in about six hours, if he used even a fraction of what he was. But that wasn’t the point. The point was to do it slowly and to do it with tools, nails, sweat, energy, and time. The way ordinary people fixed ordinary things in ordinary towns where nothing extraordinary had ever happened and never would. He was now ordinary and simple.

He was Garrick Hallow and not Harrick Gallow.

He rolled up his sleeves.

Congratulations!

1,847 Demons killed across the Greymist Expanse (Cascade Event)

7,388 Experience Earned!

He dismissed the notification.

Then he got to work.
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Chapter 3: A New Home and New Neighbors

Garrick had begun by sweeping the main floor with a broom he found within the building. He had nothing of the like in his massive System Inventory full of deadly weapons, mountains of coins, armors meant to deflect Demon Lord level attacks, throne seats, and more that had more to do with war and battle than the monotonous actions of basic living of the ordinary.

Said broom was, by any reasonable standard, a terrible broom.

Its bristles had achieved the splayed, exhausted posture of a thing that had been asked to do one job for too many years and had responded by doing that job worse and worse until someone finally got the message. Half the straw was missing. The remaining half pointed in directions that suggested the broom had, at some point, been used to fight something, possibly a rat, and had lost on both counts.

Garrick swept with it anyway.

He swept slowly and with the deliberate, meditative pace of a man savoring the act of sweeping the way other men savored wine, sunsets, warm food, or the quiet satisfaction of watching someone else step in something unpleasant. Each stroke covered perhaps two feet of floor. Each stroke took approximately four seconds. Each stroke moved a quantity of dust that could have been removed in its entirety, along with the dust’s extended family, its neighbors, friends, and several generations of spider silk, in roughly one minute if Garrick had used even a whisper of what lived coiled in his arms, legs, chest, and the deep, terrible power within his bones.

He did not.

He swept like any ordinary person would.

The dust moved and the broom complained. The floorboards emerged from beneath their grey burial shrouds one plank at a time, revealing wood that was, underneath it all, still good. Old oak, the kind that got harder with age, which was a quality Garrick admired in building materials and aspired to in himself, though he suspected he was getting more brittle than hard, which was a different thing entirely and not one he wanted to examine before lunch.

The cat remained in its crate.

It had not moved since claiming the crate as sovereign territory approximately ninety minutes ago. It lay curled in the compressed straw with its nose tucked under its tail, a grey circle of absolute contentment, purring with a regularity that suggested the cat had found its purpose in the universe and that purpose was being out cold and in pure bliss of belonging to crate.

Outside, the dog was chasing its tail.

This was not a brief or casual pursuit.

The dog had committed to the chase with the focus and intensity of a hound that had caught a genuine scent, except the scent was attached to its own rear end, which introduced a logistical problem the dog had not yet solved and showed no signs of solving. It spun in tight circles on the cobblestones, tongue out, ears flapping, legs a blur of brown fur and misplaced optimism, pausing every fourth revolution to bark at the tail as though verbal intimidation might succeed where speed had failed.

Garrick watched it through the open doorway for a moment.

The tail remained uncaught.

The dog remained undiscouraged.

There was, Garrick reflected, a lesson in that. He wasn’t sure it was a good lesson, but it was definitely a lesson.

He returned to sweeping.

The shadow fell across the threshold before the man arrived in it, which told Garrick two things: the man was large, and the sun was at the right angle to announce him. Garrick’s hand did not tighten on the broom. His weight did not shift to the balls of his feet and breathing did not change. These were all things that would have happened automatically and without conscious input roughly two months ago.

The fact that they didn’t happen now was a victory so small and so private that no one would ever give him a medal for it, which was, frankly, the entire point.

He looked up.

The System pinged him with another notification, likely the man’s class and level.

Blacksmith

Level 19

The man in the doorway was built broad and solid. Carrying with him the quiet confidence of good furniture, which had been on Garrick’s mind for a little while, that knew it could bear weight. Big hands hung at his sides, scarred with the pale, shiny marks of old burns that mapped a career in proximity to things that were very hot. His eyes were calm and movements were slow and conserving energy.

He carried a canvas roll under one arm.

The dog, upon noticing the newcomer, abandoned its tail mid-revolution, sat down with a thump, and wagged once in greeting before resuming its vigil of the doorway.

“Morning,” the man said in a slow timbre. “You’re the new one, I’m guessing.”

“Garrick Hallow.”

The man nodded as though this confirmed something he had already decided. “Brin Hobb. Smithy’s up the road.” He tilted his head in a direction that was, Garrick noted, exactly where the smell of hot metal and coal smoke had been drifting from all morning. “Heard someone bought the Felton place.”

“Word travels fast.”

“It’s a small town. Words don’t have far to go.” Brin stepped inside, ducking his head under the lintel out of habit rather than necessity, and set the canvas roll on the counter with the care as thought he didn’t entirely trust the wood. He untied the cord and unrolled it.

It was filled with tools.

A claw hammer with a hickory handle worn smooth by years of grip. A handsaw, crosscut and teeth still sharp. A pry bar. A set of chisels, four of them, graduated in width, each one honed to an edge that caught the light. A hand plane. A brace and bit. A square. A level. A draw knife with a blade that had been sharpened so many times it had developed a gentle curve, like a river that had been finding its path for decades.

Twelve tools, laid out on the canvas in a row, each one in its place, each one maintained with the kind of attention that went beyond professional obligation and into something closer to respect.

Brin stood back and let Garrick look.

Garrick did exactly that.

His fingers twitched. He could feel the weight of each tool without touching it. He could read the balance of the hammer from the way it lay, see from the wear pattern on the saw handle that Brin was right-handed and favored a pull stroke. The chisels were tempered steel, not the cheap pig iron that most frontier smiths produced. Someone had put real time into these.

Garrick almost said no to them.

The word was right there, sitting on his tongue like a coin on a counter. No, thank you. I have my own. Which was true. His System Inventory contained, among other things, a set of tools that had been forged by a legendary dwarven artificer in the heart of Mount Kethane and could cut through dragon bone like warm cheese. Saying yes to borrowed tools meant admitting he needed them. Saying no meant explaining why he didn’t.

“Thank you,” Garrick said. “I’ll return them when I’m done.”

Brin’s mouth moved in a way that was either a smile or the preliminary stages of one. “No rush. They’re loaners. Had them sitting in the back since old Felton left.” He picked up the hand plane, turned it over once, tested its weight in his palm, and set it back down. “Good steel in the chisels. Don’t force them to work.”

“I won’t.”

“Good.” Brin glanced around the shopfront. His eyes moved across the hole in the floor, the cracked window, the sagging corridor visible through the back doorway, and the general atmosphere of a building that had spent eleven months composing a detailed resignation letter. His expression didn’t change. He looked at these things, assessing but not judging. “Lot of work.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll want to sister those joists in the corridor before you touch the roof. The sag’s not cosmetic. Load’s shifted.”

Garrick had already identified this. He had identified it in the first couple seconds of entering the corridor, because his Perception attribute was high enough to read the stress fractures in wood the way other people read facial expressions. He nodded. “I noticed.”

Brin gave him a look. It was a brief one, lasting perhaps a second.

The dog’s attention was caught by a butterfly landing on its notice, it looked at it cross eyed.

“Right,” Brin said. He turned toward the door, took a few steps only to stop.”I’ll send my boys ‘round in a couple of days to help with the heavy lifting. We’re finishing a large order right now. Horseshoes.” He paused. “For the local Baron. Mobilizing his forces, apparently. Something about joining the war front against the Demon Lord.” He shook his head with slow, measured disapproval. “Everyone’s making a fuss about it.”

Garrick’s face arranged itself into a smile.

The smile occupied his mouth.

It did the mechanical work of pulling the corners upward and creating the appropriate creases in the appropriate places. It was, from a technical standpoint, a perfectly serviceable smile, the kind that would pass inspection in a lineup of smiles, provided the inspector wasn’t looking too closely and the lighting was forgiving.

It stopped at his cheekbones.

His eyes stayed exactly where they were, which was somewhere far away and several hundred feet underground in a cavern that smelled of sulfur and a rotting stinking corpse of a once living Demon Lord everyone was gearing up to fight.

Brin noticed.

Brin said nothing about noticing.

This was, Garrick would later reflect, the most generous thing anyone had done for him in quite some time.

“I’ll be on my way,” Brin said. “Need any other tools, you know where to find me.”

“Thank you. Genuinely.”

Neither one of them was much of a conversationalist.

Brin nodded once and walked out. The dog watched him go, tail offering a single diplomatic wag as the butterfly left in the large man’s wake, and then returned its attention to the doorway and the eternal question of whether Garrick was still inside.

Which he was still inside.

The dog’s tail confirmed that this was perfect.

The afternoon passed in the honest, unglamorous currency of physical work done at a pace that would not alarm witnesses.

Garrick addressed the roof first, because the roof, if left unattended, would invite all its friends in and cause him massive issues. He climbed up using a ladder he’d found in the courtyard, propped against the rear wall and held together by stubbornness and two nails that had transcended their original purpose and entered the realm of structural theology.

The roof was made of old cedar shakes and approximately one-third of the shakes had departed for a better life elsewhere.

The remaining two-thirds were split, curled, broken, or hanging on with grim determination.

He didn’t replace them.

He couldn’t, yet.

He didn’t have shakes and pulling out anything special from his System Inventory would be the exact opposite of ordinary.

Instead, he placed stop-gaps. Tar paper from a roll he’d found in the shop’s back room, cut to size with Brin’s draw knife, laid over the worst gaps and weighted with flat stones. It was ugly and temporary work. The architectural equivalent of putting a plaster on a wound that needed stitches. But it would keep the rain out for a few nights including tonight.

And tonight was the only night that mattered until tomorrow night, which would matter then.

From the roof, he could hear the neighbors.

This was not because the neighbors were loud. The neighbors were, by frontier standards, conducting their conversations at a perfectly reasonable volume, the kind of volume that assumed the person you were talking to was standing next to you and not, for example, perched on a rooftop a few hundred yards away with auditory capabilities that could pick up a mouse’s heartbeat through six feet of packed earth.

“—bought the Felton place, just like that. Fourteen crowns, straight and solid gold coins.”

“Fourteen? Where’s a man like that get fourteen gold crowns?”

“Nan says he came in last nights rain. Big cloak and cat on his shoulder.”

“A cat?”

“On his shoulder.”

“That’s not normal.”

“That’s what I said. And the dog… Follows him like a shadow. Hasn’t left his heel since—”

“—Lena processed the forms already. Already. You know how long the Braxton’s cottage took? Four weeks. This one walks in and—”

“—eyes, though. Did you see his eyes? Like he’s looking at something behind you—”

“—probably a veteran. Got that look. My cousin had that look after the IronHideWall campaign—”

“—or a criminal—”

“—or a lord’s son gone wrong—”

“—Nan says he’s polite. Tipped for the animals—”

“—well, that settles it. Definitely a criminal. Polite ones are the worst—”

Garrick placed another stone on the tar paper and pressed it flat.

He climbed down.

The interior work went faster than the roof, which was a problem, because it went faster than he intended. He’d planned to spend the rest of the afternoon removing the broken wood, the collapsed shelving, the remnants of whatever the previous owner had left behind: empty crates, a chair with two legs, a broom even worse than the one he’d been using, several jars of something that had once been something else and was now a completely different thing entirely, and a truly impressive quantity of mouse droppings arranged in patterns that suggested either random chance or a very small civilization with strong opinions about urban planning.

He carried it all outside slowly.

Making five trips where one would have sufficed. Pausing to examine each piece of broken wood as though it required careful consideration rather than a bin. Setting things down gently when he could have thrown them through the wall and into the next province with sheer strength and no skill usage.

It was still too fast.

By the time the light had begun its long, golden slide toward evening, the shopfront was clean. The floor was swept. The shelves were bare but dusted. The counter gleamed with the dull shine of oak that had been wiped down with a damp cloth and reminded of its dignity. The hole in the floor remained, because holes required boards and boards required a lumber merchant which he hadn’t gotten to yet since it was his first day.

But the hole was now a clean hole, which was an improvement in the same way that a well-dressed wound was an improvement over an undressed one.

The corridor had been cleared of debris.

The kitchen hearth had been swept of ash.

The bedroom floor was visible for the first time in eleven months.

Garrick stood in the shopfront and looked at what he’d done.

Too much and far too fast. He’d been trying to move at the speed of an ordinary man with ordinary arms and an ordinary afternoon, and he’d still outpaced what any reasonable person would expect from a single day’s work. The building looked like it had been attended to by a small, efficient crew. Not one man with a bad broom and borrowed tools.

He pressed his thumb to two fingers, a bad habit of his.

He would need to be slower tomorrow.

Slower and less thorough.

Perhaps he should break something, just to maintain the illusion. Drop a jar? Miscut a board? Step through the hole and make it bigger? Spend an hour staring at the door with the broken hinges with the confused expression of a man who had never encountered a broken door before and needed time to develop a theory about it.

The dog barked once from the courtyard.

It wasn’t an alarm bark or one that it had been using every time another dog crossed the road or a cat looked at it wrong.

This was a greeting bark. The kind of bark that said someone is coming and I have decided they are wonderful based on criteria I will not be sharing at this time.

Garrick turned from the door.

Nan Sallow came up the road carrying a basket in one hand and a cloth bag in the other. She moved with the brisk, purposeful stride. Her silver hair caught the late afternoon light. Her half-smile was already in place like a weapon kept at the ready.

“Don’t get excited,” she said, stepping over the threshold and setting the basket on the counter. “I’m not running a delivery service. But my girls would have taken two hours to find this place and four more to find their way back, and I’d have lost the whole afternoon to a search party.” She pulled the cloth off the basket and steam rose from. “Stew and bread. Cheese that’s only a little aggressive. And—” She produced a small jug from the bag. “Milk. For the tyrant.”

The cat, which had been asleep in its crate for the better part of four hours with the commitment of a creature training for a competitive sleeping event, opened one eye.

Then both eyes once it noticed the gleaming white of the milk in a jug.

Then it was on the counter, appearing there with a speed and silence that violated several laws of physics and all laws of feline dignity, because dignity required a measured approach and the cat had abandoned measurement the instant it smelled dairy.

It sat in front of the jug and stared at Nan.

Nan stared back, enjoying getting her get back from the morning and last night.

The cat chirped.

Said chirp contained a multitude of inflections that had significant meaning: impatience, entitlement, a formal demand, and the faintest undercurrent of something that might, under laboratory conditions, have been gratitude.

“You’re welcome,” Nan said, and poured milk into the saucer she’d brought nested inside the basket, because of course she’d brought a saucer.

Nan Sallow was the kind of woman who anticipated everyone’s needs before they themselves did, Garrick had begun to learn.

The cat lapped at the milk, getting droplets on its forehead.

Garrick took the cloth bag to the courtyard, where the dog had positioned itself at the back door with its front paws precisely on the threshold and its rear paws precisely off it, as though an invisible line existed that it had decided, for reasons known only to itself, not to cross. Its tail was going at full speed and eyes were locked on the bag.

“Here,” Garrick said, and set the scraps down on the flagstones.

The dog ate with a careful and grateful pace.

Garrick watched it for a moment, then he went back inside.

“You left this at Lena’s office, by the way.” Nan held up a second cloth bag, smaller, that Garrick recognized as the bag of scraps from that morning. “She brought it to me. Said, and I’m quoting here, ‘Your new resident appears to have a system for acquiring animals but no system for feeding them.’”

Garrick took the bag. “I forgot.”

“That you did…” She paused and looked him up and down, the crow’s feet on her eyes grew deeper. “When did you last eat, Mr. Hallow?”

“This mornings porridge at your establishment.”

Nan narrowed her eyes. “And you haven’t had a bit since?”

He shrugged and ate before Nan dug deeper into the fact that he didn’t need food for months at a time.

The stew was the same as last night’s, or its close relative, brown and hearty and containing vegetables that had been cooked long enough to surrender their individual identities and merge into a collective experience. The bread was fresh and the cheese was, as advertised, assertive. He ate all of it, and the eating was good, and the fact that he needed to be reminded to do it was a problem he added to the list of problems he was not going to think about today.

Nan watched him eat with a satisfied expression.

“You’ve done a lot already,” she said, looking around the shopfront. “Place looks like it’s been cleaned by a dozen maids.”

Garrick’s smile at the food contents twitched at the left corner and stiffened into something that resembled a smile.

He had been trying.

No. He had been actively and consciously trying to work slowly, and it was still too fast. Enough for Nan to notice within minutes of her arrival. Enough for anyone to notice even if they were looking hard or trying to notice.

Garrick continued chewed his bread and said nothing. That was was the safest thing to say when the alternative was I could have rebuilt this entire building from foundation to chimney cap in the time it took you to walk here, and the only reason I didn’t is that I’m pretending to be a person who can’t.

Some time passed that was filled with the sounds of three being eating the food a much older lady had brought them.

The dog, which Garrick intended to name soon, was by far the loudest.

Yet, Nan couldn’t sit in this silence like Garrick and Brin had done comfortably. She needed to fill it with something, anything at all and make conversation.

“The Baron’s mobilization has everyone on edge,” Nan said, settling into a new conversation without being prompted. She picked up a cloth from somewhere, possibly her apron, possibly thin air, and began wiping the counter in small circles. “A hundred and fifty soldiers. Ten knights. And four dozen adventurers who’ve come crawling back from the deep frontier to ride with the column.”

“That’s a significant force.”

She stopped wiping. “It’s a significant fuss. The adventurers are the ones that worry me. Soldiers follow orders. Knights follow honor, or whatever they’re calling it this season. Adventurers follow gold, and gold follows trouble, and trouble—” She gestured vaguely toward the east, where the distant mountains and the war was happening. “Trouble’s been patient, but patience runs out.”

Garrick tore a piece of bread and didn’t look up. “The Demon Lord’s been contained for months and the allied forces have him pinned… supposedly. It’s a matter of time.”

This was, technically, true. The allied forces did have the Demon Lord pinned. The Demon Lord was, in fact, so thoroughly pinned that he was dead, which was the most effective form of pinning available.

Garrick did not mention this as he ate his bread.

“My daughter’s in the duchy’s capital,” Nan said as she started whipping again. Trying to occupy her hands with anything rather than the thought of what might happen to her daughter and her family if the duchy capital fell to an army of demons and monsters. The thought was too terrible, yet she couldn’t help but stop whipping and stare out the building into the setting sun.

Her hand rested on the counter, cloth bunched beneath her fingers, and for a moment the half-smile that lived on her face like a permanent resident flickered and dimmed.

“Married a potter’s son. Good family with steady work. Clay doesn’t argue back much, which is more than I can say for most husbands.” The smile returned, thinner. “But the duchy capital… if the war breaks out properly and the lines don’t hold, that’s where they’ll go, right? That’s where they always go. Capitals. Granaries. Places with walls worth breaking. Were the most people are concentrated at.”

Garrick set the bread down.

He looked at Nan Sallow, her silver hair and sharp eyes, the cloth she was gripping like a rope over a long drop, and he saw something he recognized. He saw it because he’d spent years surrounded by it, in camps and command tents and the quiet hours before dawn when soldiers stopped being soldiers and became parents, siblings, children, brothers, cousins, and people with someone waiting for them somewhere who might never know what happened if the morning went the wrong way.

“The allied forces are the largest mobilization in seven centuries,” he said, trying his best to give her some reassurance. “Twelve kingdoms. Fifty legions. The Mage Colleges have committed their war faculty. The Church Militant has deployed every Battle Saint north of the Greymarch.” He paused, because the next part mattered and he wanted it to land cleanly. “Your daughter is in a walled city with a garrison, a granary, knights, thousands of adventurers, and two hundred miles of allied territory between her and the front. The war won’t reach her.”

Because the war is already over, he thought but did not say. Because I ended it with a sword through its chest and killed it. The war is in its last throes and just hasn’t finished dying yet.

Nan studied him.

Her eyes moved across his face with a slow, thorough attention. “You know a lot about troop movements for a man who repairs kettles.”

“I read.”

“Mm.” She picked up the cloth and resumed wiping, which meant the interrogation was over, or at least adjourned. “You read… right. And I suppose you learned to clean a building like this in a single day from a book as well?”

“A pamphlet, actually.”

Nan’s half-smile cracked into something wider and more genuine, a laugh that she caught behind her teeth and swallowed before it could escape fully. “You’re an odd one, Mr. Hallow.” She tucked the cloth into her apron and gathered the empty basket. “I’ll send supper if you’re still here past dark. Don’t argue. It’s not charity. It’s self-interest. A man who doesn’t eat falls off a roof, and then I have to explain to Lena why her newest taxpayer is decorating the cobblestones.”

“That’s fair.”

She paused at the door. The dog looked up at her, tail offering its standard diplomatic greeting. Nan looked down at the dog, then back at Garrick, then at the cat, which had finished its milk and was now washing its face on the counter with the unhurried precision of a creature that had never, in its life, been anywhere it didn’t want to be.

“You’ll be all right here,” she said.

“I will.”

She nodded once and walked back toward the inn, basket swinging, silver hair catching the last of the light.

Garrick stood in the doorway of his shop.

The sun was low and the cobblestones glowed amber. Somewhere up the road, a shutter banged in a gust of wind, a woman’s voice called a child’s name, a dog that was not his dog barked at a dog that was also not his dog, and the ordinary machinery of an ordinary evening in an ordinary town ground forward on its ordinary gears.

The cat jumped from the counter to his shoulder, crossed behind his neck and purposefully swiping its tail on his face, and settled into its spot.

The dog pressed its nose against his knee.

Congratulations!

614 Demons killed in the Ashspine Foothills (Cascade Event)

2,456 Experience Earned!

He dismissed it, it would take a lot more than that to level up.

The foothills were close to the cavern. The cascade was still rippling outward from the center, but it was also collapsing inward now, cleaning up the stragglers, the minor demons that had nested in the cracks of the Demon Lord’s territory like rats in the walls of a condemned building. The numbers were getting smaller. Six hundred, where once it had been three thousand. The network was thinning.

Eventually, it would stop.

Eventually, the last demon linked to the lattice would die, the last notification would arrive, and the system would have nothing left to count. And Garrick Hallow would be a man in a shop with a cat and a dog and a hole in his floor, and the blue words would go quiet, and the war would be over in every way that mattered, including the ways that only he could see.

He scratched the cat behind the ears.

The cat purred.

The dog’s tail swept the cobblestones and gave him googly begging eyes to be scratched behind the ear as well. He obliged, much to its pleasure and the cats displeasure.

He laughed at its antics.

Garrick went back inside to figure out where he was going to sleep tonight, since the bedroom still lacked a mattress and the floor, while clean, had strong opinions about comfort that did not align with his own. He had a bedroll in his pack and had slept on worse. He had slept on a dead dragon once, which had been warm but texturally challenging and had smelled like a volcano’s version of a butcher shop.

The floor would be fine.

He unrolled the bedroll in the bedroom, and the cat claimed the center of it before he’d finished smoothing the edges, because the cat had called dibs and anyone that did always got first. Especially in the cat world.

Outside, the dog circled a dozen times on the flagstones of the courtyard, lay down with its chin on its paws, and sighed the deep, contented sigh of a creature that had found its post and intended to hold it through the night. It had intended to do its duty diligently and that was to guard the doorway from intruders even if those intruders did not exist. It was just happy to be part of something.

Garrick lay down on the narrow strip of bedroll the cat had left him.

The ceiling above was cracked plaster and old beams, and through the gap where the window didn’t quite seal, he could hear the village settling into evening: doors closing, fires being stoked, dogs barking in the distance, a cat yowling, and the low murmur of families gathering around tables for meals they would eat together because that was what ordinary people did, every day, without thinking about it, without forgetting.

He closed his eyes and wondered if one day… possibly, maybe, have a family of his own and someone to care for him.

The cat moved closer, taking up more room and pushing him to the edges of the bedroll…

But more importantly than that, it pressed itself into his back, purred loudly, and fell fast asleep using his warmth.

This was a start. Not much, but a start nevertheless.

Tomorrow he would work slower.

Tomorrow he would make mistakes on purpose, drop a nail, misalign a board, spend an hour on a task that needed ten minutes. He would build the ordinary life he wanted the way he’d build a wall: one stone at a time, level and plumb, with mortar mixed from patience and the quiet, stubborn refusal to be anything other than a man who fixed things in a town where things needed fixing.

The cat purred louder as though it heard his thoughts.

The roof did not leak as it began to rain again.

The stop-gaps held.


4





Chapter 4: Paperwork and More Paperwork

The morning began with a list.

Garrick had written it on the back of a parchment he’d found wedged behind the counter, using a stub of charcoal that had survived the previous owner’s exodus by virtue of being too small and too useless to pack. The charcoal was soft and crumbly and left marks on his fingers that looked like he’d been fingerprinted by a very lazy constable.

The list read:

Lumber (joists, 4x beams, planking)

Cedar shakes (roof — approx. 200)

Nails (assorted, 3 lbs minimum)

Window glass (1 pane, left shopfront)

Lime plaster (2 bags)

Linseed oil

Hinges (2, door-weight)

Floorboard (1, dinner-plate sized, oak if possible)

Tar

Sand

Mortar mix

Something for the elderberry situation

He studied the list and the list studied him back.

It was a reasonable list… A modest list. The kind of list that any man who had purchased a building in a state of advanced decomposition might produce on his second morning of ownership, and which any town with a functioning economy would be able to fulfill in the space of a single, productive trip through its commercial district.

Brackenridge had a functioning economy.

Garrick had coin.

The list had items on it.

This should have been simple.

The cat watched him fold the list and tuck it into his coat pocket from the sovereign comfort of its crate, where it had spent the morning and most of the time Garrick had been awake in a state of such profound relaxation that it had begun to resemble less a living animal and more a grey, fur-covered concept of peace. It offered a single chirp as he moved toward the door. The chirp’s meaning was ambiguous but its tone was not. The tone said: I am comfortable. You are leaving. These two facts are related and I approve of both.

The dog was already at the door.

It had been at the door since before Garrick woke up, which raised questions about whether the dog slept at all or simply existed in a permanent state of readiness, like a loaded crossbow with a tail. Its ears perked forward and body vibrated with a frequency of a creature that had been told, by every fiber of its being, that wherever Garrick went was the correct place to be, and that being left behind was a form of cosmic injustice that no amount of scraps could remedy.

“Come on, then,” Garrick said.

The dog’s entire rear half detonated into motion.

They walked.

Brackenridge’s commercial district occupied a stretch of the main road between the well and the garrison gate, a distance of perhaps four hundred yards that contained, by Garrick’s count, a baker, a chandler, a general dry-goods store, a cobbler who appeared to also sell cheese, a tanner whose shop smelled like a an insulting, ad hominem argument against the existence of noses, and, at the far end, near where the road bent toward the eastern fields, a timber yard.

The timber yard was his first stop.

It was run by a man named Corden, who was thin where Brin Hobb was broad, and who had the particular complexion of someone who spent his days outdoors in all weathers and had developed a face that the sun and wind had collaboratively sculpted into something resembling a topographical map of mild disapproval. Planks of pine and oak leaned against the yard’s fence in neat rows. Stacks of cut beams sat under a canvas awning.

The smell of fresh sawdust hung in the air.

Garrick’s fingers twitched.

He could see the grain from twenty feet away, which planks had been cut with the grain, which against it, which beams had been seasoned properly, and which had been rushed to market still carrying enough moisture to warp inside a month. Six of the oak planks in the second row were excellent and the pine was serviceable. The beams were—

“Can I help you?” Corden said, emerging from behind a stack of fence posts with a pencil behind his ear and sawdust in his eyebrows.

“I need lumber. Joists, planking, and cedar shakes if you have them.” Garrick pulled out his list. “I’ve bought the old Felton place on the east road. Rebuilding it.”

Corden’s expression shifted. The mild disapproval rearranged itself into something more specific. “The Felton place.” He said as he looked at the list, then at Garrick, then at the dog, which had sat down and was panting in a way that suggested it was trying to be helpful but hadn’t worked out how. “You’re the one Nan’s been talking about.”

“Probably.”

“Big fellow. Cat on his shoulder. Paid cash and said her daughter was going to be perfectly fine.”

“That does sound like me.”

Corden scratched the back of his neck. He looked at the list again, then at his stacks of lumber, then back at Garrick, and something in his posture changed. His weight shifted to his back foot and hand came up and rubbed the side of his jaw. “What’s the lumber for, exactly?”

“Rebuilding the Felton place. As I said.”

“Right, right. Structural work? Joists, you said?”

“The corridor’s sagging. Load-bearing joists need sistering and roof needs full re-sheeting… Floor’s got a hole. Standard renovation.”

Corden nodded slowly. The nodding continued for longer than the information required. “Thing is,” he said with a long pause, “I can’t sell you structural lumber without seeing your renovation permit.”

Garrick blinked. “My what?”

“Renovation permit. Issued by the Reeve’s Office. You need one for any structural modification to a registered property within the village boundary. It’s been the rule since… oh, must be four years now. After the Grennick boy tried to add a second storey to his father’s cottage using green wood and optimism.” Corden’s face suggested the memory was vivid. “The second storey lasted eleven days. The boy’s left leg took somewhat longer to recover.”

“I just need planks.”

“Structural planks, for structural work. Which requires a structural renovation permit, signed and stamped, with an attached architectural plan showing the proposed modifications.” Corden spread his hands in the universal gesture of a man who was very sorry about a thing he had absolutely no intention of changing. “I’d love to help you, Mr. Hallow. Truly. But selling you joists without the paperwork is a liability I can’t shoulder. Not after the Grennick business.”

Garrick stood in the timber yard.

The oak planks leaned against the fence, fifteen feet away, perfect and available and utterly beyond his reach. He could smell the sawdust and feel the grain in his mind, the way the fibers would respond to the plane, the way the joints would seat if he cut them right. The building was waiting for him. The joists were sagging. The roof was held together by tar paper and flat stones and the quiet desperation of a man who had killed the most powerful being on the continent but could not, apparently, purchase a plank.

“Right,” Garrick said. “Thank you.”

He tried the chandler next, because he needed linseed oil and tar, and these were not, by any reasonable definition, structural materials. Linseed oil was a finish. Tar was a sealant. Neither of them bore loads or supported roofs or had any relationship whatsoever to the Grennick boy’s doomed second storey.

The chandler, a round woman with red cheeks and hands that smelled of tallow, listened to his request, asked what the oil and tar were for, heard the words “Felton place” and “roof,” and shook her head with genuine regret.

“Renovation supplies fall under the same permit requirement, love. If it’s going onto a building, I need to see the form.”

“It’s tar.”

“Tar applied to a structure is a structural application. Subsection twelve of the Frontier Commerce Act. I don’t write the rules, Mr. Hallow. I just sell candles near them.”

The dry-goods store would not sell him nails.

Nails, the proprietor explained with the weary patience of a man who had explained this before, were classified as “fastening hardware” under the building materials addendum to the village commercial code, and fastening hardware applied to a registered property required—

“A renovation permit,” Garrick said.

“And an architectural plan.”

“For nails.”

“For nails applied to a structure, yes. Nails applied to, say, a picture frame or a birdhouse would be a different matter entirely. Domestic craft supplies are exempt under clause seven.” The proprietor brightened. “Would you like to build a birdhouse?”

Garrick did not want to build a birdhouse.

The glass merchant could not sell him a window pane without a glazing modification form, which was a subset of the renovation permit, which required the architectural plan, which required a licensed assessor’s signature, which required—

He stopped listening at that point.

The cobbler-who-also-sold-cheese could not sell him hinges, because hinges were “load-bearing attachment hardware” and fell under the same classification as nails, which fell under the same classification as lumber, which fell under the same classification as everything else Garrick needed to turn his building from a ruin into a home.

He could, however, buy cheese.

Garrick did exactly that.

It was a small wheel of something hard and sharp and wrapped in cloth, and the cobbler handed it over with the relieved expression of a man who had finally been able to say yes to something. The dog sniffed the cheese through the cloth and wagged its tail. The cheese was not a joist, a plank, a nail, a hinge, a pane of glass, or a bag of plaster. The cheese would not fix his roof or fill the hole in his floor or prevent the corridor from eventually surrendering to gravity.

But it was his, and he had purchased it without a permit, and there was a grim satisfaction in that.

He stood in the middle of the main road with a wheel of cheese, a dog, and a list that had not had a single item crossed off it.

Garrick had tried twelve shops, if he counted the ones he’d doubled back to with revised arguments and increasingly creative definitions of what constituted “structural.” The woman at the hardware stall near the garrison gate had been sympathetic. She’d leaned across her counter and said, in a low voice, as though sharing intelligence about enemy troop movements, “You could try telling them it’s for furniture.”

He had tried telling them it was for furniture as she said.

They had not believed him, because a man who buys forty cedar shakes and six eight-foot joists and describes them as “a very large bookcase” is a man who has made a tactical error in his deception and deserves the skeptical eyebrow he receives.

The dog sat on the cobblestones beside him, tongue out, radiating the serene confidence of a creature whose problems did not include permits.

Garrick looked east, toward his building, where the tar paper was holding and the corridor was sagging and the cat was sleeping in a crate in a shop that could not be repaired because the village had, with the best of intentions and the worst of timing, wrapped its entire construction supply chain in a cocoon of regulatory compliance so thorough that a man could buy a building but not a nail to put in it.

He pressed his thumb to two fingers.

Then he turned west, toward the Reeve’s Office, and walked with the heavy, resigned stride of a man approaching a dentist, a tax audit, and a philosophical reckoning with the nature of civilization, all at once.

The sign still said REEVE’S OFFICE in letters visible from the afterlife.

Garrick pushed the door open. The dog attempted to follow, but Garrick held up one hand to stop it. The dog sat, tail going, nose pressed to the threshold, eyes communicating a profound and ongoing commitment to being present in spirit if not in body.

The office smelled the same as yesterday. Ink, paper, old parchment, and the faint atmospheric pressure of accumulated bureaucracy. The shelves still lined the walls. The ledgers still filled the shelves. The desk still occupied the center of the room like a fortification, and behind it, Lena Quill still sat with her tidy bun and her sharp eyes and her sleeves rolled to the exact same height, writing something that had priority over his existence.

She finished her sentence and then looked up.

Her pencil tapped the desk a few times. “Mr. Hallow, back so soon? I trust the building hasn’t collapsed.”

“The building is fine.”

“Then what brings you to my office with that expression?”

“What expression?”

“The expression of a man who has just discovered that civilization has requirements.” She set her pencil down and folded her hands. “Let me guess. You tried to buy lumber.”

Garrick opened his mouth.

“And nails, and glass. And plaster. And tar. And hinges. And you were told, at every establishment, that you require a renovation permit, an architectural plan, and, depending on which shopkeeper you spoke to and how recently they’d been fined, between two and seven additional forms that may or may not exist but which they are very confident about nonetheless.”

Garrick snapped his mouth shut.

Lena’s expression did not change, but something behind her eyes shifted into a gear that might, in a less disciplined woman, have been called amusement. “Sit down, Mr. Hallow.”

There was one chair in front of the desk. It was wooden, straight-backed, and positioned at a distance that suggested it had been placed there not for comfort but for the optimal delivery of administrative authority.

Garrick sat and the chair creaked under him.

He was used to chairs creaking under him. They had been creaking under him since he was seventeen and had never really stopped.

Lena opened a drawer, and then removed a form.

She opened a second drawer. She removed a second form. A third drawer produced a third form, a fourth, and a fifth did the same. She opened the cabinet behind her and retrieved a folder, a booklet with a blue cover, and a single sheet of paper that had been stamped twice already and appeared to be waiting for a a dozen more stamp with the patient resignation of a document that knew its destiny.

She arranged all of these on the desk in front of him.

“This,” she said, touching the first form, “is your renovation permit application. It requires your name, your property registration number, which I will provide, a description of the proposed work, and your signature in four places.” She moved to the second form. “This is the architectural assessment request. You will need to describe, in writing, every structural modification you intend to make, including materials, methods, and estimated completion dates. This is reviewed by me and, in theory, by a licensed structural assessor, though the nearest licensed structural assessor is in IronGate City, which is forty miles east, and he charges three silver crowns per visit plus travel expenses plus a meal, and he is, for the record, a deeply unpleasant man who once rejected a barn because the door was painted the incorrect shade of green…”

She moved to the third form.

“…Commercial premises license. Since your property includes a shopfront and you intend to conduct business, you require a separate license for the commercial space. This involves a premises inspection, a fire safety declaration, a waste disposal plan, and a signed statement that you will not store anything flammable within fifteen feet of a load-bearing wall.” She paused. “The irony of this requirement, given that the chandler stores four hundred pounds of tallow in a building made entirely of wood, is not lost on me. It is, however, not actionable.”

The fourth form came next. “Signage permit. Before you hang any sign identifying your business, you must submit a design for approval, specifying dimensions, materials, mounting method, and content. The content must not be misleading, offensive, or, and I quote from the bylaw, ‘likely to cause confusion among livestock.’”

Garrick stared at her. “Livestock?”

“There was an incident with a painted cow on a butcher’s sign. The details are in the municipal archive and I encourage you not to read them.” She touched the fifth form. “Tax registration, commercial rate. Different from the residential tax registration you completed yesterday. This one requires a projected annual revenue estimate, a list of goods and services offered, and a quarterly filing schedule that you will adhere to or I will find you.”

She placed the blue booklet on top of the stack. “This is the Frontier Commerce Act, abridged edition. Forty-two pages. It covers permitted goods, restricted goods, prohibited goods, licensing requirements, inspection schedules, dispute resolution procedures, and a surprisingly detailed section on the proper labelling of herbal remedies that I suspect was written by someone who had a very bad experience with a mislabeled tincture.”

She placed the pre-stamped sheet on top of the booklet. “And this is the fee schedule.”

Garrick looked at the fee schedule.

The fee schedule looked back.

It was a single page. It contained a column of items and a column of numbers. The numbers were not individually large. They were, taken one at a time, the kind of modest fees that a reasonable government might charge for reasonable services rendered in a reasonable fashion. Taken together, however, they accumulated with the quiet, relentless efficiency of snow on a roof, each flake weightless, each flake harmless, and the sum total capable of collapsing a building.

Renovation permit application fee: 8 silver.

Architectural assessment filing fee: 5 silver.

Structural assessor’s travel surcharge (waived if self-assessed, see Form 7-C): 3 silver.

Commercial premises license: 1 gold, 2 silver.

Fire safety inspection fee: 4 silver.

Signage permit: 2 silver.

Commercial tax registration: 6 silver.

Frontier Commerce Act compliance deposit (refundable upon first successful quarterly audit): 1 gold.

Administrative processing surcharge: 3 silver.

Total: 3 gold, 3 silver.

“Three gold and three silver?” Garrick asked.

“For the paperwork,” Lena confirmed. “The lumber is extra.”

Garrick reached into his coat.

He counted out the coins and placed them on the desk. Three gold crowns, gleaming and perfect, and three silver pieces that were slightly less perfect but no less legal.

Lena picked up each coin, examined it, recorded the amount in her ledger, gave him an odd look at dropping so much money in two days, and placed the coins in a lock box beneath the desk with the care of a woman who treated money the way a surgeon treated organs, necessary, delicate, and best handled with clean instruments.

“Now,” she said, pulling the renovation permit application toward her and uncapping her inkwell. “Let’s begin. Name.”

“You know my name.”

“For the form, Mr. Hallow. The form doesn’t know your name. The form has never met you. The form requires a formal introduction.” Her pencil hovered. “Name.”

“Garrick Hallow.”

She wrote it. “Property registration number.”

“I don’t know my property registration number.”

“It’s BR-7741. I’m telling you so you can tell me so I can write it down. This is how forms work. They are a conversation between you and the document, and I am merely the intermediary.” She wrote the number. “Description of proposed renovations. Be specific.”

Garrick took a breath. “Roof replacement. Full re-sheeting with cedar shakes. Structural reinforcement of corridor joists, sistering method. Floor repair, one board, shopfront. Window replacement, one pane, left shopfront. Replastering of interior corridor and kitchen walls. Door rehinging, front entrance. General weatherproofing, linseed oil and tar application to all exterior wood surfaces…”

Lena’s pencil moved across the form in quick, precise strokes. She didn’t ask him to repeat anything and didn’t ask him to slow down. She wrote at the speed of speech and her handwriting remained immaculate, which was either a professional skill or a minor miracle.

“Estimated completion date.”

Garrick paused.

How long do ordinary people take to renovate a full building? It would take me a single day of hard work… So I best make it much longer than that.

“Two weeks,” Garrick said.

The pencil stopped.

Lena looked up. She looked at him over the rim of her glasses, which she had put back on at some point during the proceedings, and her expression carried the particular flavor of skepticism that is reserved for statements that are technically possible but practically absurd, like claiming you could empty the ocean with a teacup if you just had enough Tuesdays.

“Two weeks?” she repeated. “For a full roof replacement, structural joist work, replastering, weatherproofing, and more? By yourself?”

“I work fast.”

“You cleaned an eleven-month derelict in a single afternoon, Mr. Hallow. I am aware that you work fast. I am also aware that ‘fast’ and ‘safe’ are not always on speaking terms.” She wrote something on the form. Garrick read it upside down: Estimated completion: 2 weeks. Applicant appears confident. Assessor reserves judgment.

“Sign here,” she said, turning the form around and pointing. “Here. Here. And here.”

He signed four times.

“Now the architectural assessment.” She pulled the second form forward. “Since the nearest licensed assessor is in IronGate City and charges more than your roof is worth, you may self-assess under Form 7-C, which requires you to attest, under penalty of fine, that you possess sufficient knowledge and experience to evaluate the structural integrity of your own proposed modifications.” She slid the form across. “Do you possess sufficient knowledge and experience, Mr. Hallow?”

“Yes.”

“Wonderful. Sign here and here. And initial beside the clause that says you accept full liability for any collapse, subsidence, damage, or ‘catastrophic material failure resulting in injury, death, or damage to adjacent properties.’ That’s the fun one.”

He signed. He initialed beside the fun one.

The commercial premises license took longer. Lena walked him through the fire safety declaration, which required him to confirm that he would not store lamp oil within arm’s reach of an open flame, which he found reasonable, and that he would maintain a bucket of sand or water within ten feet of any hearth, which he also found reasonable, and that he would submit to quarterly inspections by the Reeve or her appointed deputy, which he found less reasonable but signed anyway because the alternative was not having a shop.

The waste disposal plan required him to describe how he intended to dispose of “herbal remnants, chemical byproducts, and any materials of an arcane, cursed, or otherwise anomalous nature.”

“I’m selling herbs and repairing kettles,” Garrick said.

“And if a kettle turns out to be cursed?”

“Then I’ll dispose of it responsibly.”

“Define responsibly.”

“Not in the street.”

Lena wrote: Applicant commits to responsible disposal. Definition pending. She stamped the form.

The signage permit required a sketch. Garrick drew a rectangle on the form and wrote HALLOW’S REPAIRS & REMEDIES inside it, in block letters, with the charcoal stub from his pocket.

Lena examined the sketch. “Dimensions?”

“Three feet by one foot.”

“Material?”

“Wood.”

“Mounting method?”

“Iron bracket. Two bolts.”

“Content assessment: is the sign likely to cause confusion among livestock?”

Garrick and Lena looked at each other across the desk for a long moment. “No…”

“I concur.” She stamped it.

The tax registration was the last form. It required a projected annual revenue, which Garrick estimated at somewhere between “enough” and “modest,” both of which Lena rejected as insufficiently numerical. He settled on twelve gold crowns, which was a guess based on nothing, and Lena wrote it down with an expression that suggested she was filing it under “fiction” but would accept it for administrative purposes.

She stamped the final form.

The stamp came down with a thunk that echoed off the shelves and the ledgers and the walls of an office that had witnessed, over the years, the full spectrum of human ambition reduced to ink on paper.

Lena gathered all the forms, stacked them with edges aligned to tolerances that would have satisfied a master carpenter, and placed them in a folder. She wrote HALLOW, G. — BR-7741 on the folder’s tab and filed it in the cabinet behind her, in a slot that had been empty and was now full, which was, in its small way, a kind of completion.

“You are now,” she said, turning back to him, “in possession of a renovation permit, a self-assessed architectural approval, a commercial premises license, a fire safety declaration, a waste disposal plan, a signage permit, and a commercial tax registration. You may purchase building materials. You may conduct renovations. You may, when the work is complete and the premises pass inspection, open for business.” She folded her hands. “Sincerest congratulations, Mr. Hallow. You have survived the paperwork.”

Garrick stood and the chair creaked in relief.

“Was that all of it?” he asked, and the question carried the careful, fragile hope of a man who has been through something and needs to know, with certainty, that it is over.

Lena’s pencil tapped a few times. “For now.”

Garrick’s eye twitched.

He collected his copies of the forms, which Lena had prepared in duplicate because of course she had, and tucked them into his coat with the care of a man handling documents that had cost him three gold, three silver, an afternoon, and a portion of his sanity that he was not confident would regenerate.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You’re welcome. And Mr. Hallow?”

He paused at the door.

“The quarterly inspection is in nine weeks. I suggest your roof be attached to your building by then.”

He stepped outside. The dog surged to its feet, tail going, nose pressing against his knee, eyes asking the only question it ever asked, which was are you still here and the answer was always yes and this was always enough.

Garrick stood on the cobblestones outside the Reeve’s Office.

He held a folder of stamped, signed, initialed, and duplicated forms that entitled him to buy nails.

The sun was past its peak. Half the day, gone, spent not on joists or shakes or the satisfying work of fitting wood to wood, but on paper, signatures, and on descriptions of proposed modifications and attestations of sufficient knowledge and clauses about catastrophic material failure and the confusion of livestock.

He pressed his thumb to two fingers.

Blue text flickered at the edge of his vision.

New Skill Acquired!

Bureaucratic Endurance (Passive) — Level 1

Resistance to administrative fatigue, form-induced confusion, and the slow erosion of willpower caused by institutional compliance procedures.

Current resistance: 1%

He stared at the notification for a very long time.

The dog wagged its tail.

Garrick dismissed the notification, tucked the folder tighter under his arm, and walked toward the timber yard, because he had a building to fix, and the building would not wait, and the forms were signed, and the nails were now, at long last, legally available to him, and if he hurried he could still get materials delivered before the shops closed and the light failed and another evening arrived in which his corridor continued its slow, philosophical negotiation with gravity.

The dog trotted at his heel.

The cheese sat in his pocket, warming against his hip, the only purchase of the morning that had not required a permit, a stamp, a headache, or a signature.

He was going to eat that cheese tonight with a level of satisfaction that no wheel of hard, sharp, cloth-wrapped dairy had ever been asked to provide.
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Chapter 5 : Curses and Gifts

The lumber arrived on a cart pulled by a mule that had opinions about the gradient of the east road and expressed them through a series of stops, starts, huffs, and one full reversal that required Corden and his boy to get behind the animal and push while making sounds that were technically words but functioned more as prayers.

Garrick unloaded the cart himself with the careful, measured pace of a man who was lifting things that weighed what they were supposed to weigh and not, for example, one nine-thousandth of what his arms could actually manage. Each beam went onto the flagstones of the courtyard with a controlled descent. Each bundle of cedar shakes was set down gently, rotated to check for splits, and stacked with the grain running the same direction because that was how you stored shakes and also because it gave him something to concentrate on that wasn’t the speed of his own hands.

The joists went against the rear wall, the planking went beside the joists, and the shakes went under the canvas awning he’d rigged that morning from a tarp and two poles.

The nails, three pounds of assorted iron, purchased legally, with a stamped permit presented to a dry-goods proprietor who had examined the stamp and Garrick back and forth for a few moments, and then sold him the nails with the expression of a man releasing a hostage, went into a tin on the counter inside.

The linseed oil, the tar, the lime plaster, the sand, the mortar mix, the single pane of window glass wrapped in cloth and straw and carried with more tenderness than some people carried infants, and the two iron hinges that had cost four silver and required him to initial a “hardware deployment declaration” that he was fairly certain Lena had invented on the spot: all of it, arranged in the courtyard in neat rows, sorted by task, sequence, sorted by the quiet logic of a man who had once coordinated the resupply of a besieged fortress of a hundred thousand men across forty miles of enemy territory and was now applying the same skill set to a building that had a hole in its floor.

He stood back and looked at them all. Real materials just waiting to become a building.

Garrick picked up the claw hammer from Brin’s loaner set, tested its weight, felt the hickory handle settle into his palm, and turned toward the front door.

The hinge had to be dealt with first.

It was the wound that bled most visibly, the thing every person walking past would see and judge, and while Garrick did not care about being judged, he cared very much about the door hanging at an angle that let the draught in and the cat’s body heat out, which was a priority the cat had communicated through a series of increasingly pointed glares directed at the gap between door and frame every time the wind shifted.

He positioned the first iron hinge against the doorframe, held a nail between his fingers, raised the hammer–

Footsteps on the cobblestones sounded out in the distance that were distinctly intent on reaching him.

Two sets.

One heavy and deliberate, one lighter and slightly irregular, with a faint scraping undertone that suggested either a limp or a shoe that had entered into a disagreement with its sole.

Garrick lowered the hammer.

The lighter footsteps arrived first, attached to a man who emerged around the corner of the building carrying a canvas sack over one shoulder and wearing robes that had been patched so many times they had achieved a kind of textile democracy, where no single fabric held a majority and all of them had equal representation. He was perhaps sixty, with kind eyes set in a face that had been weathered by decades of concern for other people’s problems and at least one ongoing, deeply personal feud with precipitation.

He smelled of candle wax and damp wood, which was either a cologne choice or a lifestyle summary.

The kind looking old man stopped at the edge of the courtyard.

He looked at the stacked lumber, the arranged supplies, the building, the dog, and Garrick, in that order, and his face performed a complicated sequence of expressions that began with pleasant surprise, moved through gentle assessment, paused briefly at something that might have been curiosity, and settled on a smile so warm it could have dried wet socks in a heartbeat.

“Ah,” he said. “You must be Mr. Hallow.”

“Garrick.”

“Father Juniper Coil.” He shifted the canvas sack on his shoulder, and the sack clinked with the telltale sound of metal on metal. “I serve at the village shrine, insofar as ‘serve’ is the right word for a man who spends more time on the roof than at the altar. I heard you’d taken on the Felton place and I thought, well… I thought you might need these…”

He set the sack down on the flagstones and opened it.

It was full of nails, pounds of them.

Iron nails in every size Garrick could have wanted and several he hadn’t known he needed until he saw them lying there in a canvas sack brought by a priest who smelled like a wet church. Framing nails, finish nails, roofing nails with their wide flat heads designed to grip cedar, and a handful of cut nails so old and well-made that they had developed the dark patina of iron that has been stored properly by someone who understood that nails, like people, deserved a dry place to wait.

Garrick stared at the sack for longer than nails typically warranted, because the nails represented something that nails did not usually represent, which was a stranger walking across a village to give a newer stranger something useful without being asked, without a form, without a fee schedule, and without any apparent expectation of return.

“I… thank you,” Garrick said. “These are exactly what I need… More than what I need. This is—” He stopped, because the sentence was heading toward territory that involved feelings, and feelings were a country he had not visited in some time and whose border controls he was not confident he could navigate. “Thank you. Genuinely.”

Juniper’s smile widened. “The shrine had a surplus. We replaced the bell tower’s cladding last autumn, well, I say ‘replaced,’ it was more of a negotiation between myself and gravity, and gravity won several rounds, but the leftover hardware has been sitting in the vestry gathering dust. Better they go to use.” He patted the sack the way one might pat a nervous horse. “God teach us that idle tools are a kind of small sadness. Not exactly, The Wasteful are the Kith and Kin of the Demons, is an exact phrase.”

“That’s—”

“But I feel confident God would approve.”

The heavier footsteps arrived next.

Brin Hobb came around the corner carrying a leather tool belt slung over one shoulder and a plank of oak under his arm that he’d apparently brought from his own stock, because the grain was tighter and the cut was cleaner than anything Corden’s yard had offered. He wore the same calm expression, moved with the same slow pace, and stopped at the edge of the courtyard with quiet authority.

He looked at the lumber, the supplies, Garrick, and then his gaze finally landed on Juniper.

He blinked much faster than normal, carrying information and a message.

A message Garrick knew was arriving, but had not discernible way to figure out what it was saying because it was only a facial expression.

Brin sighed at Garrick’s blank expression. “Morning, Father.”

“Brin! How wonderful! Are you here to help as well? The more hands, the lighter the… well… the lighter the everything, I suppose. I was just telling Mr. Hallow about the shrine’s nail surplus. Did you know we had a nail surplus? I didn’t… until I went looking for candle brackets and found six pounds of roofing nails behind the baptismal font. The Lord provides, Brin. He always provides for everyone like he provides for the birds and critters in the forest.”

Brin set the oak plank against the wall and set the tool belt on the counter.

Juniper wandered toward the far end of the courtyard, where the elderberry bush loomed like a vegetative fortress, and began examining it with a gentle, distracted curiosity.

Brin stepped closer to Garrick while Juniper was busy. His voice dropped to the register that large, quiet men use when they need to communicate something important without being overheard, which is to say it dropped approximately one inch in volume and gained roughly a mile in gravity. “Don’t accept any of his blessings.”

Garrick looked at Brin.

Brin’s face was steady, his eyes calm, mouth set in a line that was not quite a warning and not quite an apology but occupied the precise midpoint between the two.

“Why not?”

Brin blinked and a wide smile stretched across his face. “You’ll see.”

This was not, by any standard of communication, a satisfying answer. It was the kind of answer that created more questions than it resolved, like a map that showed the location of the treasure but replaced the route with a drawing of a shrug.

Garrick opened his mouth to press for details.

Juniper returned from the elderberry bush. “Remarkable specimen, truly remarkable. I believe, insofar as my botanical knowledge extends, which is not far because I studied the theological books and not the botanical ones, that this particular bush may be older than the building itself. It has a presence and a weight. I should very much like to bless it, if you’d permit.”

“The bush is fine,” Garrick said quickly.

“Of course, of course. Blessings aren’t mandatory. They’re more of an offering, a gesture of goodwill between the mortal and the… well, the everything else.” Juniper folded his hands inside his sleeves. “Shall we begin? I’m quite handy with a hammer, despite what the bell tower incident might suggest… and the vestry incident… and the, ah, the font incident, which was really more of a misunderstanding between myself and a load-bearing shelf.”

Garrick handed him a broom. “The courtyard could use a sweep. The flagstones are buried under a season’s worth of leaf litter and I can’t lay materials on an uneven surface.”

Juniper accepted the broom with the grace of a man who had been given a sacred charge. “Absolutely. Cleanliness and godliness, as they say. Though I’ve always felt godliness was the easier of the two, since it requires less bending.”

He began to sweep.

Garrick turned to the door hinge.

Brin, without being asked, picked up the oak plank he’d brought and carried it to the shopfront, where the hole in the floor gaped like a missing tooth. He knelt beside it, measured the hole with his eyes, measured the plank with his hands, and pulled a marking gauge from his tool belt. The gauge moved across the wood imbued with Brin’s quiet confidence.

They all worked in silence.

The hinge went in first. Garrick set the new iron hinge against the doorframe, drove the first nail with four strikes intentionally, and felt the door shift on its axis as the weight redistributed. The second hinge went below the first. He lifted the door, seated it on both hinges, and tested it.

It swung closed just as intended with a soft click of latch meeting strike plate that was, in its small way, one of the most satisfying sounds Garrick had heard in recent memory.

The door fit its frame and the gap disappeared.

The draught died.

Repair Skill +1

He dismissed it and moved to the shutters.

Repairing tended to not be involved much in the process of ripping monsters shreds and killing Demon Lords in a single strike.

His level was very, very low with it.

The left shopfront shutter had been hanging from a single corroded pin for so long that the wood around the pin hole had worn into an oval, giving the shutter a permanent lean that made the building look like it was winking at passersby. Garrick pulled the old pin, reamed the hole with a hand drill, fitted a new pin from Juniper’s nail sack, a thick cut nail that served the purpose admirably, and rehung the shutter with a level pressed against its face.

It was plumb and square. Shutting perfectly when desired.

Repair Skill +1

He moved to the right shutter, which had a cracked slat.

He pulled the slat, cut a replacement from a scrap of planking with Brin’s handsaw, and fitted it with four finish nails driven flush.

Garrick turned back toward the inside of the building.

The sound of sweeping came from the courtyard.

The sound of Brin’s saw moving through oak with the patient, rhythmic rasp of a man who did not rush wood came from the shopfront floor.

Garrick carried the kettle he’d found in the kitchen, a copper thing with a dented side and a handle that had come loose from one of its two rivets, to the counter. He straightened the dent with a couple precise taps of the hammer against a block of scrap wood used as a dolly. He drilled out the failed rivet, replaced it with a new one fashioned from a nail whose head he’d flattened and whose shaft he’d peened over a washer cut from a scrap of tin.

The kettle sat on the counter, round and functional and gleaming dully in the afternoon light.

Repair Skill +1

“Mr. Hallow?”

Garrick looked up.

Juniper stood in the corridor doorway, broom in hand, a light sheen of honest sweat on his forehead and a look of gentle, pastoral satisfaction on his face. “The courtyard is swept. Quite thoroughly, if I may say. I found four coins, a buckle, and what I believe to be a small ceramic figure of a horse, though it may also be a dog… or a very ambitious potato… Regardless, I’ve placed them on the wall for you.” He leaned the broom against the doorframe. “I was wondering… the corridor ceiling, the one that sags? I could offer a small blessing. Just a minor one for structural integrity. The Lord is, insofar as I understand their portfolio, generally in favor of things staying up.”

Brin, on his knees beside the now-patched floor hole, looked up.

His eyes met Garrick’s across the length of the shopfront.

The look lasted half a second and it communicated a novella.

“That’s very kind, but I think the corridor needs joists more than it needs blessings right now. Actually, could you sort the roofing nails from the framing nails? I’ll need them separated before I start on the shakes tomorrow.”

Juniper’s face flickered. The warmth remained, but something behind it shifted, a small dimming, like a candle in a room where someone had opened a window. “Of course. Nails. Very practical. Very, yes. Nails.”

He went to the sack and began sorting with careful, precise movements, holding each nail up to the light, examining its head, its shaft, its purpose, and placing it into one of two piles with the tender attention of a man who had been asked to do something small and was determined to do it perfectly because the large thing he’d offered had been declined.

Garrick frowned and stared for a second before he finally turned around and drove another nail into the shutter frame.

The hammer struck true and the wood held. The shutter hung straight.

A sound came from the courtyard that caught Garrick’s attention. He turned around as the small, creaking sound grew louder into a long groan. Then a crack that was not loud but was very, very specific, the sound of wood surrendering to a force it had not been designed to accommodate.

Then he heard a crash, followed by a splash, then an extremely upset cat.

It’s voice rose from the interior of the shop like a siren built from outrage and compressed fur. It was a sound that existed in a register previously unknown to acoustic science, a frequency that communicated, with perfect clarity and zero ambiguity, that something had gone terribly and personally wrong and that someone was going to answer for it dearly if the cat ever found out who had done it.

Garrick set the hammer down and walked to the courtyard.

The rain barrel, a large oak barrel that had been sitting against the rear wall collecting runoff since before Garrick had bought the property, had split along its lower stave. Water had erupted across the flagstones in a spreading lake that reached, at its farthest extent, a few inches inside the back door of the shop.

The few inches inside the back door of the shop was where the cat’s crate sat.

The crate was soaked wet as though the barrel water had jumped and chose it as the sole target in the area.

The straw inside the crate was wet.

The cat was standing on the counter, having evacuated its throne with a speed that suggested it had teleported, and was staring at the wet crate with an expression that, on a human face, would have preceded a declaration of war, the mobilization of armies, and a strongly worded letter to someone’s superior.

Its tail was puffed to twice its normal diameter and ears were flat.

Its eyes were fixed on the crate, then on the water, then on Garrick, then back on the crate, in a cycle of accusation that did not require language to be understood.

Juniper appeared in the corridor doorway, hands clasped and face stricken. “Oh dear. Oh, I’m terribly sorry. I may have, when I was sweeping near the barrel, I noticed it looked rather weathered, and I offered it a small blessing. Just a tiny one for longevity and never collapsing. I didn’t think—”

Brin, still kneeling beside his completed floor patch, closed his eyes briefly and let out a soft sigh. Shaking his head slowly.

Garrick looked at the split barrel, then at the lake of water.

His eyes drifted toward the cat, whose tail had achieved a diameter that suggested it was attempting to become a different, larger, more threatening animal entirely.

“Father Coil,” Garrick said, with the measured calm of a man selecting his words the best way possible. “When you say you blessed the barrel—”

“Just a small one! A preservation blessing for the wood. I’ve done it dozens of times at the shrine. The holy water font, the pew joints, the—” He stopped as his hands unclasped and reclasped. “The bell tower cladding.”

“The cladding that needed replacing,” Brin said from the floor, not looking up.

“Well… Yes. But that was… the cladding was already quite old, and I’m sure the blessing simply—”

“And the vestry shelf.”

“The shelf was load-bearing, Brin. Load-bearing shelves are notoriously—”

“…and the font.”

Juniper’s mouth opened and closed a dozen times, miming words that never came out. His hands found each other inside his sleeves and held on. “The font… did crack. Yes. But fonts are… they’re under a great deal of spiritual pressure, you understand. Holy water is not ordinary water. It carries weight. Theological weight.”

The cat issued a sound from the counter that was less a meow and more a judicial ruling.

Garrick picked up the mop he’d found that morning behind the kitchen hearth, a mop that was, relative to the broom, a masterpiece of functional design, and began pushing water back toward the courtyard drain. The flagstones were, thanks to Juniper’s sweeping, clean enough that the water moved easily, which was the first time a blessing’s collateral damage had produced a secondary benefit, and Garrick chose to focus on that rather than on the cat’s ongoing audit of his competence as a property owner.

It was a scathing report.

“Father Coil.”

“Yes?”

“The nails? Are they sorted?”

“Almost! I had six left when I heard the… err… yes, I’ll finish them now.”

Juniper retreated to the nail sack with the careful, diminished posture of a man who had been trying to help and had helped in exactly the wrong direction. His shoulders curved inward and steps smaller. He picked up a roofing nail, held it to the light, and placed it in its pile with a gentleness that had nothing to do with nails and everything to do with the need to be useful in a way that didn’t break things.

Garrick mopped and the water receded as he told it to.

The cat watched from the counter, its tail slowly deflating from combat diameter back to standard operational thickness, though its ears remained at half-mast, a demilitarized zone rather than a full stand-down.

Brin appeared beside Garrick with a second rag and began soaking up the water that had reached the crate. He wrung the rag into a bucket and did that a few more times with methodical patience of a man who had cleaned up after blessings before and expected to clean up after blessings again.

“How long has he been doing this?” Garrick asked, quiet enough that the words stayed between them.

Brin wrung the rag and water splashed into the bucket. “Seven years I’ve been here. Seven years of blessings.” He paused. “The shrine roof leaks.”

“He blesses the roof?”

“Every spring.”

“And it leaks worse after?”

Brin’s mouth did the thing that was either a smile or the preliminary stages of one. “Ask the leaky roof.”

They cleaned up the water in silence after that.

Garrick moved the crate to the far side of the shopfront, away from any door, barrel, potential source of moisture, or any trajectory along which a well-meaning priest might direct spiritual goodwill. He lined it with fresh straw from the packing material around the window glass and placed it in the beam of afternoon light that fell through the right shopfront window.

The cat inspected the new location.

It circled the crate, sniffed the straw, and placed one paw inside, then another, turned twice, and sank down with a sigh that carried, beneath its satisfaction, a residual note of grievance that would be held in reserve for future deployment.

The purring resumed as it began to knead and make imaginary bread.

Garrick went back to work.

He drove nails, planed wood, and fitted the new floorboard that Brin had cut, a perfect circle of oak that seated into the hole with a fit so clean it looked like the floor had grown it, and drove it home with six nails, countersunk, flush, and invisible. He rehung the second shutter, mixed plaster in a bucket, and began skim-coating the worst of the corridor cracks, working the trowel in long, smooth passes that left the surface flat and new.

Repair Skill +1
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He dismissed them all.

Juniper sorted nails, then he swept the corridor behind Garrick’s plastering. Then he carried debris to the waste pile in the courtyard, after that he found the ceramic horse-dog-potato on the wall where he’d left it, picked it up, turned it over in his hands, and placed it on the shopfront counter as though it were a greeter or receptionist welcoming new customers.

He did all of this quietly doing his best to be helpful in ways that did not involve blessings, and he was succeeding, and who was also trying very hard not to notice that he was succeeding only because the blessings had been taken away from him.

The afternoon wore on.

The light shifted from white to gold to amber.

Garrick was fitting the new window pane, holding the glass against the frame, marking the glazing points, and pressing the putty into the rebate with his thumb.

Juniper appeared beside him holding two mugs. “I made tea from your kitchen. I hope you don’t mind. I found a kettle, the one you repaired, actually, it’s quite good, and some dried mint in a jar on the shelf. I didn’t bless the water.” He said this last part quickly, and his eyes dropped to the mugs, and his hands tightened around them, and the steam rose between his fingers like a small offering.

Garrick looked at the tea back up at Juniper, whose kind eyes were watching the mugs instead of Garrick’s face.

“Thank you,” Garrick said, and took the mug.

The tea was hot.

It tasted of mint and copper and the faintest trace of something that was either hard water or hope.

He drank it standing by the window, and Juniper drank his standing beside him.

Neither of them said anything for a while, which was fine, because the window was in and the light was coming through it clean and unbroken for the first time in eleven months, and that was a thing worth looking at in silence.

Brin joined them.

He didn’t have a mug, so Juniper went to make a third, and Brin leaned against the counter and tested the weight of the ceramic horse-dog-potato in his palm then set it back down without comment.

The dog barked once from the courtyard.

The greeting bark.

The someone is coming and I have decided they are wonderful bark.

Nan Sallow came around the corner carrying a basket and wearing her half-smile like a badge of office. She entered with greetings and waves, then set the basket on the counter and pulled back the cloth. Steam rose from a pot of stew that was smaller than yesterday’s delivery. Beside it sat a quarter-loaf of bread, a wedge of cheese, and a single apple.

“Don’t get ideas,” she said. “I brought enough for one. You’re the one who hasn’t eaten since breakfast and thinks that’s a schedule.”

Garrick looked at the stew then back at Juniper, who had returned with Brin’s tea and was holding it with both hands, standing slightly apart from the group in the way that people stand when they want to belong to a circle but aren’t sure the circle has room. He looked at Brin, who took the cup with gratitude from Juniper and was drinking his tea as he watched the light through the new window with quiet satisfaction.

“We’ll share,” Garrick said.

Nan’s eyebrows rose. “There’s not enough for three.”

“If there is enough for one, then there is enough for three.”

Nan looked at him with a skeptical look, studying his size and then surveying the other three men. None of who were as small as she was.

Her eyes then drifted toward the stew, which was, by volume, sufficient for one hungry man or three men who had agreed, collectively, to be less hungry than they were. She sighed and produced three bowls from somewhere beneath the basket, because of course she had brought three bowls, and the gap between the two was where she kept her extra crockery.

Garrick divided the stew.

Three portions, equal, modest, and steaming hot. The bread tore into three pieces. The cheese cut into three wedges. The apple he quartered, ate one piece, and gave the other three to Juniper, Brin, and the dog, who had appeared at the back door with the precision timing of a creature that had heard the word “share” and interpreted it as a binding verbal contract.

They ate on the courtyard flagstones, sitting on upturned crates as the sun dropped behind the rooftops. Amber light went long and horizontal across the village.

Juniper told a story about a pilgrim who had come to the shrine asking for a miracle and had left with a repaired boot, which he maintained was the same thing.

Brin said nothing, but he hummed, low and tuneless, the sound of a man whose hands were empty and whose stomach was not, and who found both conditions acceptable.

Nan watched them all with her half-smile and her sharp eyes and said, once, to no one in particular, ‘well, this is certainly something’

Garrick ate his third of the stew.

It was less food than yesterday. Less bread, cheese, and less of everything measurable.

He could feel the difference in his stomach, the space where more stew could have gone and hadn’t, the absence of a second piece of bread, the quarter-apple instead of the whole.

He looked at Juniper, who was eating slowly and with visible pleasure, holding his bowl close to his chest.

He looked at Brin, who had finished his portion and was running his thumb along the rim of the empty bowl, testing its weight and quality.

He looked at Nan, who had not eaten, because she had brought food for one and given bowls to three and kept none for herself, and who was now polishing a spoon with her cloth and pretending this was a choice rather than a sacrifice.

Garrick tore his remaining bread in half and set one piece on Nan’s knee without comment.

Nan looked at the bread, then back at Garrick. Her half-smile did something complicated and arrived at a place it didn’t usually reach. Her crow-feet grew so deep her eyes vanished.

She ate the bread.

The evening settled over Brackenridge like a blanket being drawn up by someone who cared whether you were warm. Chimney smoke rose from the houses along the main road. A child’s laugh carried from somewhere distant. The shrine bell rang once, Juniper tilted his head at the sound, counting it and filing it, the way a parent listens for a child’s breathing in the next room.

Garrick sat on his crate and felt the warmth of shared food in his stomach and the warmth of shared company in the space around him, and these two warmths were different in kind but identical in effect, and the effect was that the courtyard felt smaller than it was, and the evening felt shorter than it would be, and the distance between himself and the people sitting beside him felt like a distance that could be closed, if he let it, one meal at a time.

The cat emerged from the shop.

It walked with the slow, deliberate gait of a creature that had been sleeping and had been woken by the sound of people enjoying themselves without its permission, which was a violation of several unwritten laws that the cat intended to address through the medium of physical presence and silent judgment.

It crossed the courtyard.

It passed Juniper, who reached down to pet it. The cat sidestepped his hand without breaking stride, a rejection so smooth it almost looked like choreography.

It passed Brin, who did not attempt to pet it, which the cat acknowledged with a flick of one ear, the feline equivalent of a respectful nod between professionals.

It passed Nan, who said, ‘Hello, your majesty’ and received a chirp that was either a greeting or a tax assessment.

It arrived at the dog.

Said dog was lying on the flagstones beside Garrick’s crate, chin on paws, tail making slow, contented sweeps through the dust, eyes fixed on Garrick with the unwavering, luminous adoration of a creature that had found its person and intended to spend every remaining second of its life confirming this finding through the rigorous scientific method of staring.

The cat stopped behind the dog.

The cat lowered its head.

The cat sniffed the dog’s tail.

The sniff was brief, thorough, and conclusive.

The cat recoiled. Its head snapped back and eyes widened to a diameter that suggested its pupils were attempting to evacuate its skull. Its mouth opened in a grimace that exposed every tooth it owned and several it appeared to be renting. Its entire body performed a full-length shudder that began at the whiskers, traveled through the spine, reached the tail, and terminated in a audible gag so theatrical, committed, profoundly, and viscerally felt that Juniper put his hand over his heart and Nan covered her mouth and Brin’s almost-smile arrived fully for the first time.

The cat gagged again.

Then it raised one paw and smacked the dog on the hindquarters, claws out.

The dog yelped.

The cat smacked it again and a few more times for good measure. Each strike landing with the flat-pawed authority of a magistrate’s gavel.

The dog scrambled to its feet, tail tucked, ears flat, and bolted to the far side of the courtyard, where it pressed itself against the stone wall and looked back at the cat with an expression of such wounded bewilderment that Garrick felt his chest tighten.

The dog whined.

It was a small and confused sound that carried the specific emotional frequency of a creature that had been minding its own business, loving its person, harming no one, and had been assaulted by a grey tyrant for reasons that exceeded its comprehension and possibly the comprehension of everyone present.

The cat sat where the dog had been.

It licked one paw, slowly, with the calm self-possession of a judge who had delivered a verdict and saw no reason to discuss it further.

Then it stood, turned, and walked toward the shop’s back door. At the threshold, it stopped. It looked back at Garrick.

It meowed.

The meow was long, detailed, and structured in three distinct movements.

The first movement addressed the dog’s general hygiene, or the catastrophic absence thereof.

The second movement addressed Garrick’s responsibilities as the dog’s apparent guardian and the ways in which those responsibilities were being neglected.

The third movement addressed the broader philosophical question of why the dog was permitted to exist in the same postcode as the cat’s crate without first undergoing a decontamination process that the cat would design and Garrick would fund.

Then it walked inside, flowed up the stairs with the boneless grace of grey water running uphill, and vanished into the bedroom, where the crate waited in its beam of light, dry, warm, and sovereign.

The purring started almost immediately.

Garrick looked at the dog, pressed against the far wall, tail beginning a tentative, hopeful wag.

He looked at the doorway where the cat had been.

The dog did, in fairness, smell terrible.

“Right,” Garrick said.

I need to buy some soap and a large bucket to wash the dog in. Maybe get the tyrant in there too.
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Chapter 6: The Goat Problem

The soap cost two coppers and smelled of lavender and lye in proportions that suggested the soap-maker had started with a recipe and then abandoned it in favor of enthusiasm. The tub cost six coppers and was made of tin and large enough to bathe a medium-sized dog or a small, reluctant horse, and the man who sold it to Garrick carried it to the shop door and set it down with the particular grunt of a merchant who was glad to see the back of inventory that had been taking up floor space since the previous autumn.

Garrick tucked the soap into his coat pocket and picked up the tub by its handles.

The dog, which had been sitting on the cobblestones outside the shop with its tongue out and its tail conducting a symphony of joy at the mere fact of Garrick’s continued existence, stood up and fell into step at his left heel.

It was happy.

It was, in fact, operating at a level of happiness that seemed medically inadvisable, a full-body, ears-forward, tail-blurring, and tongue-lolling state of canine euphoria that had no apparent cause beyond the fact that Garrick was walking and the dog was walking beside him and these two facts, taken together, constituted the dog’s entire definition of paradise.

They walked.

The dog trotted.

The tub clanged softly against Garrick’s leg. The morning was bright and cool and the cobblestones were dry and the village was doing its village things, shutters opening, bread baking, someone arguing with a chicken, the dog was happy, Garrick was carrying a tub, and everything was fine.

They turned onto the east road.

The dog’s ears rotated forward.

They passed the courtyard gate.

The dog’s tail slowed by two beats per second.

Garrick set the tub down on the flagstones beside the well pump and reached into his pocket for the soap.

The dog looked at the tub then at the soap. Only to turn and stop at Garrick.

The tail stopped completely, the way a clock stops when the mainspring snaps.

One moment: joy.

The next: a brown, sixty-pound monument to betrayal.

The dog’s ears went flat against its skull and tail curled between its legs with the slow, deliberate tuck of a flag being lowered at a funeral. Its entire posture collapsed inward, shoulders dropping, head dropping, spine curving into a shape that communicated, with the eloquence of a poet and the volume of a foghorn, that it had been deceived, that the walk had been a lie, that the tub was a trap, and that the soap was the instrument of a cruelty so profound that the dog would need several years and possibly a qualified counselor to process it.

It whined.

The sound was small and high and continuous, like a kettle that had been set to simmer on the stove of despair.

“It’s a bath,” Garrick said. “Not an execution.”

The dog did not appear to recognize a meaningful distinction between these two concepts.

Garrick knelt and extended his hand. The dog pressed its head into his palm, not with its usual exuberance, but with the slow, resigned lean of a prisoner accepting a final meal. He scratched behind its ears and rubbed the spot beneath its jaw where the fur was softest. He spoke in the low, steady tone he had once used to calm soldiers before dawn assaults, which was, in retrospect, an appropriate comparison.

The dog’s tail uncurled by approximately one inch.

This was not acceptance, this was acknowledgment that the executioner had warm hands.

Garrick pumped water into the tub. The water was cold and clear and the tub filled with the bright, ringing sound of tin receiving a purpose it had been denied for months.

He unwrapped the soap and set it on the rim.

The dog watched every action with the fixed, unblinking stare of a creature cataloging evidence for a future tribunal.

“Come on,” Garrick said, and patted the rim of the tub.

The dog sat down with such finality, such absolute commitment to the act of sitting, that the flagstones beneath it seemed to groan in solidarity. Its rear end hit the stone and stayed there with the gravitational permanence of a foundation block. Its front paws braced forward and eyes, brown and enormous and glistening with a moisture that was either the morning dew or the early stages of emotional collapse, fixed on Garrick’s face.

It whined again, louder.

Garrick picked up the dog.

This required both arms and a degree of care, because the dog had gone completely limp in the manner of a creature that had decided, if it was going to be bathed, it would contribute nothing to the process, not even the basic structural integrity required to remain a solid object. It hung in Garrick’s arms like a fur-covered sack of wet sand, legs dangling, head lolling, tail tucked so tightly against its belly that it had essentially ceased to exist as a separate appendage.

He lowered it into the tub.

The dog hit the water and made a sound.

It was not a bark, a whine, a yelp, or any vocalization previously documented in the annals of canine communication.

It was a groan.

A deep, resonant, full-chested groan that rose from somewhere in the dog’s soul, traveled through its ribcage, and emerged into the morning air as a statement of existential protest so complete that a passing sparrow changed direction.

Garrick began to wash.

The soap lathered quickly and the dog’s brown coat, which had been carrying approximately four months of frontier living in its fibers, began to release its contents into the water with the enthusiasm of a confession long overdue. The water turned grey, then brown, then a color that didn’t have a name but deserved one, possibly something in Old Dwarven, because the dwarves had seventeen words for different shades of underground mud and at least three of them would have applied here.

The dog sat in the tub and endured.

Its ears remained flat. Its eyes remained enormous. Its tail remained tucked. But it did not struggle, thrash, fight, or attempt to flee. It simply sat there, soaking, lathered, and radiating a dignified misery that would have made a portrait painter weep.

Garrick worked the soap through the fur on its back, its sides, its chest, and neck. He cleaned behind the ears where the grime had built up into something approaching geological strata. He scrubbed the paws, each one lifted and held with a gentleness that the dog acknowledged by sighing, four separate sighs, one per paw, each sigh slightly more theatrical than the last.

He was rinsing the soap from the dog’s hindquarters when the gate latch clicked.

Garrick’s hands paused on the dog’s back.

The gate exploded open, slamming against the courtyard wall with a bang that sent the sparrows off the roof and the cat bolt upright in its crate inside the shop, and through the gap came a creature that Garrick’s combat instincts registered, in the first quarter-second, as a battering ram with horns.

His brain caught up a half-second later, right before he released a full powered attack from his indomitable spirit.

It was a goat.

A large, white, yellow-eyed goat with a beard that hung from its chin like a philosopher’s afterthought and horns that curved back from its skull in two confident arcs. It stood in the gateway with its head high and its hooves planted on the flagstones. Its rectangular pupils fixed on Garrick with an expression that contained no fear, curiosity, deference, or recognizable emotion from any species Garrick had encountered in a century of encounters with species that included demons, dragons, and a tax collector from the VolcanoPalace City Revenue Office who had once made a lich cry.

The goat’s expression was assessment.

It assessed the courtyard. It assessed the lumber stacks. It assessed the tub, the dog, the soap, and Garrick, in that order, and arrived at a conclusion that it communicated by lowering its head, pawing the flagstone once with its right front hoof, and charging directly at the laundry line.

Garrick had hung the laundry line that morning.

It stretched between two iron hooks he’d driven into the courtyard walls, and from it hung his spare shirt, spare trousers, a cloth he used for drying dishes, and the towel he had intended to use on the dog after the bath, which was now a piece of optimism flapping in the breeze. All in the hopes to look more ordinary and as a normal person would need to commit to.

The goat reached the laundry line in a couple strides.

It seized the spare shirt in its teeth and pulled.

The shirt came off the line with a snap of the peg. The goat shook it a dozen times, with the vigor of a terrier dispatching a rat, and then began to eat it. The eating was immediate and thorough. The goat chewed the shirt the way Garrick had seen siege engines process fortification walls with no regard for the structural or sentimental value of the thing being consumed.

“No!” Garrick shouted.

The goat ate faster.

Garrick stood up from the tub. The dog, sensing an opportunity, attempted to climb out. Garrick placed one hand on the dog’s back, pressing it gently but firmly back into the water, and pointed at the goat with the other hand.

“Stop that!”

The goat finished the shirt.

It turned to the trousers.

Garrick released the dog and crossed the courtyard in couple strides of his own, reaching for the trousers at the exact moment the goat lunged for them. His hand closed on the waistband. The goat’s teeth closed on the left leg. For a brief, absurd moment, they stood there, man and goat, each holding one end of a pair of trousers, locked in a tug-of-war that neither had anticipated and neither was willing to lose.

The goat pulled.

Garrick pulled.

The trousers, which had survived the war, the frontier, six days of rain, and a wash in cold water with cheap soap, surrendered to the competing forces with a ripping sound that was, in its way, a kind of eulogy.

Garrick held the waistband and one leg.

The goat held the other leg and was already eating it.

System Alert: Minor Encounter — Territorial Livestock (Domestic)

Threat Level: Negligible

Recommended Response: Fence.

Reward: Trousers (Destroyed) — Sentimental value only. No stat bonus.

Note: The System acknowledges this is not a real combat encounter.

Garrick stared at the notification.

He dismissed it with a violence usually reserved for battlefield battle cries.

The goat, having finished the trouser leg, turned its attention to the dish cloth. Said dish cloth lasted a couple seconds. The towel lasted six, because the towel was thicker and the goat had to chew with more deliberation, pausing once to look at Garrick with those flat, rectangular pupils as if to confirm that yes, he was watching, and yes, this was happening, and no, there was nothing he could do about it.

The dog, meanwhile, had climbed out of the tub.

It stood on the flagstones, dripping, half-lathered, soap suds sliding down its newly clean left side, and its still-filthy right side, creating a two-tone effect that made it look like a “before and after” demonstration that had been interrupted at the midpoint. Its tail had emerged from between its legs for the first time since seeing the tub, because the goat’s arrival had introduced a new variable into the dog’s emotional state, and the new variable was: something in the courtyard was having a worse time than the dog.

This cheered the dog immensely and tail wagged.

The cat appeared in the back doorway.

It had been sleeping. This was evident from the flattened fur on its left side, the half-closed eyes, and the general aura of a creature that had been ripped from a state of perfect unconsciousness by the sound of a goat eating a man’s wardrobe and had come to investigate not out of concern but out of a need to assign blame.

The cat looked at the goat.

The goat looked back at the cat.

There are moments in nature when two apex predators meet, each one the undisputed sovereign of its own domain, and the air between them fills with a tension that transcends species, language, and the normal rules of engagement. This was one of those moments, except that one of the apex predators was a house cat and the other was a goat, and the domain in question was a courtyard in a border village, and the tension was less ‘primal confrontation’ and more ‘two middle managers discovering they’ve been assigned the same office.’

The cat’s tail puffed.

The goat lowered its head.

The cat hissed.

The goat charged.

The cat launched itself sideways with a yowl that peeled paint from the courtyard walls and hit a frequency that made Garrick’s head ring. It landed on the lumber stack, scrambled across the cedar shakes, leapt to the top of the rear wall, lost its footing on the ivy, fell back into the courtyard, hit the flagstones running, and shot between Garrick’s legs with the goat two body-lengths behind and closing.

They circled the courtyard.

A grey blur followed by a white blur, hooves clattering on flagstone, claws scrabbling on stone, the cat screaming obscenities in a language that predated human civilization and the goat responding with a flat, nasal baaah that carried the emotional weight of a war had been declared.

The dog sat down in its puddle of bath water and watched with its tongue out.

Garrick lunged for the goat as it passed him on the second lap. His hands closed on air. The goat jinked left with an agility that should have been impossible for an animal built like a hairy barrel on stilts, and Garrick’s momentum carried him forward into the laundry line, which caught him across the chest, snapped both pegs, and deposited the empty line across his shoulders like a ceremonial sash for a ceremony no one wanted to attend.

The cat completed its third circuit of the courtyard, launched itself vertically up the side of the building, found a windowsill, and perched there with its back arched, its fur at maximum diameter, and its mouth open in a continuous, silent hiss directed at the goat, the courtyard, the concept of goats, and the fundamental unfairness of a universe that permitted such creatures to exist.

The goat stopped beneath the windowsill.

It looked up at the cat as it ate the laundry line.

“You’re eating rope,” Garrick said.

The goat chewed the rope and stared at him. The stare communicated nothing and everything. It was the stare of a creature that had transcended the need for motivation, that acted not out of hunger or malice or territorial instinct but out of a pure, philosophical commitment to chaos as a way of life.

Garrick pressed his thumb to two fingers.

He was going to build a big fence.

“Well, that’s a picture.”

The voice came from the courtyard gate, which the goat had left open in its initial assault and which now framed a woman with flour-dusted arms, laugh lines deep enough to plant seeds in, and the posture of someone who had spent decades wrestling dough into submission and had emerged from the experience with opinions about everything and the upper body strength to enforce them.

She carried a cloth bag over one shoulder that was large enough to hold a small child or a significant quantity of bread.

Based on the smell, it was the bread.

The woman took in the entire scene.

From the overturned tub, the soapy puddle, the half-washed dog sitting in said puddle with its tongue out, the goat chewing rope beneath a windowsill, the cat on said windowsill vibrating with rage, the scattered laundry pegs, the torn trouser leg on the flagstones, and Garrick standing in the middle of it all with a laundry line draped across his shoulders and an expression that had gone past frustration, through resignation, and arrived at a place of quiet, unfortunate patience.

She wiped her hands on her apron. “I’d been meaning to come introduce myself. Elsie Bramble. Bakery’s on the main road, two doors past the chandler.” She set the bag on the courtyard wall and pointed at the goat with a finger. “That’s the Grennick goat. It escapes every third Tuesday and eats whatever isn’t nailed down. Last month it ate Nan’s tablecloth off the drying rack. Month before that, Captain Varrin’s supply manifest. He filed a report about it and report was three pages long and classified the goat as a ‘recurring security breach with hooves.’”

“It ate my shirt,” Garrick said.

“It’ll eat your fence posts if you give it time, love.” She looked at the goat with the weary familiarity of a woman who had been dealing with this particular animal for years and had long since stopped being surprised by anything it did. “Shoo. Go on. Shoo.”

The goat looked at Elsie.

The goat did not shoo instead it ate more rope.

Elsie turned back to Garrick and shrugged with her whole body, a gesture that started at her shoulders and ended at her flour-dusted elbows. “It doesn’t shoo. I’ve tried shooing. Lena’s tried shooing. Father Coil tried blessing it once and it ate his prayer beads. The only thing that moves it is boredom or a fence it can’t get through, and I’ve yet to see the fence.” She opened the cloth bag. “Bread? You look like you need bread. Everyone needs bread. Bread is the foundation of rational thought, and right now, love, you look like your foundation’s got a crack in it.”

The smell hit Garrick before the bread was fully out of the bag.

Fresh wheat bread, still warm, the crust golden-brown and cracked in the places where the dough had expanded faster than the surface could contain it, which was, if you thought about it, a metaphor for something, but Garrick was not going to think about it because he was covered in laundry line and his trousers were in a goat.

Elsie tore a chunk off the loaf and handed it to him. “Eat. You can’t fight a goat on an empty stomach. Well, you can, but you’ll lose with less dignity.”

Garrick ate the bread.

It was extraordinary. The crust shattered between his teeth and the interior was soft and warm and tasted of wheat and salt and the particular alchemy that happened when someone who genuinely cared about bread applied heat and time and attention to flour and water. It was the kind of bread that made you realize you had been eating bread your entire life without ever actually tasting it, the way a person might listen to birdsong for forty years and then one morning hear it, really hear it, and understand that the birds had been performing a concert all along and you had been treating it as background noise.

“That’s—” he started.

“I know what it is, love. I made it.” Elsie tore off another chunk and handed it over the wall to someone Garrick hadn’t noticed, because he’d been distracted by the goat, the cat, the dog, the laundry, and the bread, and his Perception attribute, which could detect a mouse’s heartbeat through six feet of packed earth, had apparently decided that children were beneath its operational parameters.

There were four of them.

They had materialized at the courtyard gate with the silent, coordinated precision of a reconnaissance unit, which, given that they were children between the ages of eight and twelve, was either impressive or terrifying depending on your relationship with children. They stood in a loose semicircle, bread in hand and chewing. Watching the goat with the bright-eyed fascination of an audience that had paid for entertainment and was getting its money’s worth.

“You should chase it,” said the tallest one, a girl with red hair and a gap between her front teeth wide enough to whistle through, which she demonstrated by whistling.

“Don’t chase it,” said a shorter boy with mud on both knees and a confidence that exceeded his height by a factor of three. “Chasing makes it faster. You have to corner it. Use the lumber.”

“My da says you grab it by the horns,” offered a third child, who was eating bread with both hands and speaking through a mouthful of crust. “Grab the horns and twist.”

“Your da’s never grabbed a goat in his life,” said the fourth, a girl who was sitting on the courtyard wall with her legs swinging and her bread balanced on her knee. “Your da’s afraid of the chickens.”

“He’s not afraid of the chickens. He’s cautious around the chickens. There’s a difference.”

“The difference is fear.”

“The difference is—”

“Has anyone actually caught this goat before?” Garrick said.

All four children looked at him and then back at one another as the questioned pinballed between their minds.

“No,” said the tall girl, and whistled again through her teeth. “That’s what makes it fun.”

The goat, as if responding to its cue, abandoned the rope and trotted toward the lumber stack. It sniffed the cedar shakes. It placed one hoof on the lowest bundle. It looked back at Garrick with its flat, yellow eyes.

Then it began to climb the lumber stack.

“Right,” Garrick said.

He pulled the laundry line off his shoulders, dropped it on the flagstones, and walked to the lumber pile. The goat was already on top, standing on the highest beam with the sure-footed confidence of a mountaineer who had summited and was now posing for a portrait. It looked down at Garrick. Garrick looked up at it.

The cat, from its windowsill, hissed.

The dog, still half covered in soap and water, wagged its tail.

The children ate bread.

Elsie leaned against the courtyard wall, arms crossed over her flour-dusted apron, and watched with the calm, evaluative gaze of a woman who had seen men try to solve problems with speed and strength before and was curious to see how this particular attempt would fail.

Garrick did not grab the goat no did he chase the goat.

He walked past the goat, the lumber, the children, and into the shop. He emerged thirty seconds later carrying Brin’s handsaw, a handful of nails, and three planks of pine that he’d set aside for shelving.

He measured the courtyard gate opening by eye. Four feet, two inches. He cut the first plank to length with six strokes of the saw, fast and clean, the teeth biting through the pine with a sound like tearing linen. He cut the second plank, then the third. He nailed the first plank across the gate opening at knee height, drove four nails in four strikes each, the hammer moving with a rhythm that was less “carpentry” and more “percussion solo.”

The second plank went above the first.

The third above that.

He cut two vertical braces from scrap, nailed them to the gate posts, and cross-braced the whole assembly with a diagonal that he eyeballed, cut, and fitted in the time it took the tall girl to finish her bread.

The fence was three planks high, cross-braced, and solid.

It had taken him a couple minutes.

He had not thought about being ordinary or about working slowly, or dropping nails on purpose, or spending an hour on a task that needed ten minutes. He had thought about the goat, and the goat eating his shirt, and the goat chasing his cat, and the goat standing on his lumber looking down at him with those flat yellow eyes, and the fence had happened the way fences happen when a man with seven-digit Strength on his status page and a century of combat engineering experience stops pretending and starts building.

A couple minutes. Measured, cut, nailed, braced, done.

He set the hammer down and turned to face the courtyard.

The goat was still on the lumber stack.

The children had stopped chewing.

Elsie’s arms had uncrossed. Her hands hung at her sides, flour-dusted fingers slightly spread, and her head was tilted at an angle that suggested she was recalculating something she had previously considered settled.

The short boy with mud on his knees said, very quietly, “That was fast.”

The girl on the wall said nothing. She was counting the nails. Her lips moved silently.

Garrick became aware, in the specific, creeping way that a man becomes aware he has left his front door open in a rainstorm, that he had made an error.

He picked up the hammer and placed it on the courtyard wall, slowly, as if the speed of this action could retroactively adjust the speed of the previous ones. “The wood was pre-cut,” he said. “Mostly.”

It had not been pre-cut. Everyone present had watched him cut it.

Elsie’s laugh lines deepened. She picked up the bread bag and tore off another chunk, which she handed to the boy with mud on his knees. “Eat your bread, Tommy. Mr. Hallow’s just handy, is all. Some people are handy.” She looked at Garrick. The look lasted two seconds longer than a casual glance and two seconds shorter than an interrogation. “Very handy.”

Garrick said nothing, because the available options were “thank you,” which would confirm the observation, and “it’s not that impressive,” which would insult everyone’s intelligence, and silence, which was the only response that didn’t make things worse.

He chose silence.

The goat chose this moment to descend the lumber stack, cross the courtyard at a leisurely walk, and approach the new fence.

It sniffed the bottom plan and the middle plank.

It placed its front hooves on the middle plank, tested the weight, found the cross-brace, and climbed over the fence with the unhurried ease of a pensioner stepping over a garden border.

It landed on the cobblestones on the other side, shook itself once, and trotted up the east road without looking back.

The courtyard was silent–

Then the children erupted.

The laughter came from all four of them at once, a sound so immediate and so total that it bypassed the normal social conventions of building gradually and arrived fully formed, like a wave that had been gathering offshore and chose this exact moment to break. The tall girl doubled over. The boy with mud on his knees sat down on the cobblestones because his legs had apparently decided that standing and laughing simultaneously was too much to ask. The girl on the wall fell off the wall, landed on her feet, and kept laughing. The third child laughed so hard that bread came out of his nose, which made the other three laugh harder, which made him laugh harder, which created a feedback loop of hilarity that showed no signs of reaching equilibrium.

“It climbed it!” the tall girl wheezed. “He built it in… how long was that… and it just… it just climbed it—”

“Four minutes! Four minutes and the goat didn’t even care!” The girl who’d been on the wall shouted.

Garrick stood beside his fence.

His fence that he had built in four minutes. His fence that a goat had defeated in twelve seconds. His fence that was solid, cross-braced, well-nailed, structurally sound, and completely, utterly, magnificently useless against an animal that regarded vertical surfaces as suggestions.

Elsie patted his arm. Her hand left a flour print on his sleeve. “That’s not a plan, love. That’s a wish wearing a hat.” She picked up her bread bag, now considerably lighter, and slung it over her shoulder. “You’ll need a taller fence or a shorter goat. Come by the bakery tomorrow morning and I’ll have a loaf set aside for you. You look like you need feeding up, and a man who can build that fast shouldn’t be wasting away on cheese and stubbornness.”

“You know I have cheese?”

“Everyone does, love. You bought a giant block of it and waked in broad daylight. You could count the people who don’t know in one hand.” She left through the gate, stepping over the bottom plank of his defeated fence with a grace that the goat would have envied if the goat had been capable of envy, which it wasn’t, because the goat was capable only of hunger, chaos, and an absolute immunity to human infrastructure.

The children followed her, still laughing, their voices carrying up the east road and fading into the general noise of the village.

Garrick stood in his courtyard.

The dog, still half-washed and two-toned, padded over and pressed its nose against his knee.

The cat descended from the windowsill, crossed the courtyard, and sat beside the tub. It looked at Garrick, the fence, and at the gate, through which the goat had departed.

It meowed once.

The meow was brief and editorial.

Garrick didn’t need to speak cat to translate it: Inadequate.

“Fair,” Garrick said.

He looked at the fence. The fence looked back, solid and pointless and standing there like a monument to the gap between engineering and goat.

From somewhere up the road, he heard voices.

“—built the whole thing in four minutes, I’m telling you. Tommy counted. Four minutes, twelve nails, and the goat went right over it—”

“—four minutes? For a cross-braced fence? My husband took three days to fix the chicken coop and it still leans—”

“—Nan said he cleaned the whole Felton place in an afternoon, and now this—”

“—you’d think he does shutters? My shutters have been—”

“—I heard he fixed a kettle so good it boils faster than before—”

Garrick closed his eyes for a second before he finally opened them and looked down at the dog.

The dog looked back, brown eyes full of that radiant, unearnable faith.

“Right,” Garrick said. “Let’s finish your bath.”

He picked up the tub, refilled it, and the dog’s ears went flat again, and the tail tucked, and the whole miserable cycle began anew, because at least this problem he understood, and at least this problem couldn’t climb a fence.

The soap was lathered and the dog groaned.

And up the road, Brackenridge talked about a certain repair shop that repaired faster than all the other repair shops they had ever been to…

Even if it hadn’t opened yet.
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Chapter 7: Names, Furniture, and the Trouble with Being Noticed

A few days passed in the honest, grinding, deliberately inefficient manner of a man who had turned slowness into a martial art.

Garrick named the dog on the second morning.

He had been sitting on the courtyard flagstones with a mug of mint tea, watching the animal chase a leaf across the paving stones with the single-minded devotion of a creature that believed, truly and deeply, that this particular leaf was the most important object in the universe and that catching it would resolve every outstanding question in natural philosophy.

The leaf skittered left and the dog lunged after it.

The leaf caught an updraft and sailed right and the dog’s legs attempted to follow while its body continued left, producing a brief, spectacular moment of physics in which all four paws left the ground simultaneously and the dog became, for one glorious instant, a fur-covered illustration of the laws of nature.

It landed on its side, scrambled upright, and resumed the chase without any apparent awareness that dignity had been a casualty.

The bath had revealed a dog that was not, as previously assumed, brown.

The brown had been a costume and beneath it, the dog’s back and flanks were a soft, silvery grey that caught the morning light like old pewter. Its belly and chest were white, clean white, the kind of white that made you suspect the dog had been manufactured in a nicer town and shipped to the frontier by mistake. Its ears, now that they were free of four months of accumulated frontier, were tipped with darker grey, and its eyes, freed from the general context of filth, turned out to be not just brown but a warm hazel that bordered on golden.

It was, underneath everything, a handsome dog.

It was also, at this precise moment, upside down in a puddle with the leaf stuck to its nose.

“Silver,” Garrick said.

The dog’s ears rotated toward the sound of his voice and its tail began its wagging. The leaf fell off its nose.

“Your name is Silver.”

Silver rolled upright, shook water in a four-foot radius, trotted to Garrick’s knee, and pressed its head against his thigh with the slow, deliberate pressure of a creature that had just been given something it didn’t know it was missing and was trying to hold it in place before it blew away.

Garrick scratched behind the grey-tipped ears.

Silver’s tail swept the flagstones clean.

The cat’s name arrived in wholly different matter.

It arrived, specifically, at two in the morning on the second night, when Garrick was lying on his bedroll on the bedroom floor and the cat was lying on Garrick’s chest, which it had claimed as sovereign territory at approximately midnight and defended against all attempts at redistribution with the passive, immovable resistance of a boulder that happened to purr and knead the bedroll.

The moon came through the cracked window and landed on the cat’s fur, and the fur, which was grey in daylight, turned silver-blue in the moonlight. The cat’s half-closed eyes caught the light and held it, two amber coins glowing in a face that was, in that moment, so perfectly composed, utterly certain of its place in the universe, and so magnificently indifferent to every force that existed outside the boundaries of its own comfort, that Garrick thought of the word before he could stop it.

“Ash.”

The cat opened one eye.

It regarded him with a flat, evaluative stare.

The eye closed and the purring continued because Ash was satisfied with the name.

Garrick took this as ratification.

The renovation proceeded at a pace that would have made a glacier feel competitive.

Garrick sistered the corridor joists on the morning of the second day, a job that involved cutting new timber to length, fitting it alongside the sagging originals, and bolting the pairs together so the load transferred from the failing wood to the fresh ones.

It was four hours of work and he made it last until sunset by stopping to measure things he’d already measured, checking levels he’d already checked, and spending forty-five minutes selecting which of six identical bolts to use first, turning each one over in his fingers and holding it up to the light as though bolt selection were a branch of philosophy rather than a branch of ‘just pick one.’

Brin came on the second afternoon with his tool belt and his quiet support.

They worked side by side on the roof, stripping the old cedar shakes and laying new ones in overlapping courses that started at the eaves and climbed toward the ridge.

Brin worked at the speed of a man who respected wood, taking his time to make sure everything was perfect.

Garrick worked at the speed of a man who was pretending to respect wood at the same rate as a man who actually respected wood, which required constant internal calibration, like driving a wagon with one wheel bigger than the other. Which he never had to do because if one wheel was bigger than the other and caused him issues… then he’d pick up the wagon, horses, and move faster than the wagon would have anyways.

Brin hummed while he worked in a low and tuneless sound.

Garrick drove nails and tried to match the rhythm.

They didn’t talk much.

This suited both of them in the way that a well-fitted joint suits two pieces of wood: no gap, just contact.

Juniper came on the second and third mornings with tea, sorted nails, swept floors, carried debris, and blessed nothing, though his hands twitched toward the new roof shakes twice. He had to physically redirect them toward the broom handle each time, the way a reformed drinker redirects a hand that’s reaching for a pocket that no longer contains the small bottle they carried everywhere.

On the third afternoon, Garrick decided enough time had passed.

He waited until Brin had left for the smithy and Juniper had departed for evening vespers…

Then he finished the building.

All of it.

The remaining roof shakes went on in four minutes. The plaster dried under his palm because his palm was, at a cellular level, capable of generating enough ambient thermal energy to cure lime plaster in seconds, which was a combat ability he had never once used in combat and was now using to dry walls, which felt like using a a dragon slaying sword to cut paper and hang a picture but produced excellent results. The exterior woodwork received its linseed oil coat. The tar went on the vulnerable joints. The courtyard wall got repointed with fresh mortar. The kitchen hearth was rebuilt from the firebox up, the flue cleaned, the damper replaced with a piece of salvaged iron that he shaped with his hands when no one was looking, because his hands could shape iron when no one was looking, and the fact that this was possible was exactly the kind of thing that made ordinary life so extraordinarily difficult to maintain.

He swept, polished, oiled, tightened, adjusted, aligned, leveled, and finished.

By midnight, the building was done.

The shopfront gleamed and the shelves were clean and waiting. The counter shone with the deep luster of oak that had been oiled and buffed until it remembered what it was. The corridor ceiling was flat and true. The kitchen hearth drew perfectly, the bedroom window sealed tight against the night air, and the courtyard was swept, pointed, drained, and defended by a fence that Garrick had rebuilt to a height of six feet with a top rail angled inward at forty-five degrees, because the goat was still out there and the goat was his eternal nemesis he was intent on defeating.

Without any of his usual ways of course. Goats weren’t much in the way of warriors and fighters after all.

He stood in the shopfront in the dark.

Ash was asleep in the crate while Silver was asleep in the courtyard, chin on paws, ears twitching and legs chasing the leaf even in his dreams.

The building was ready, now all he needed was proper furniture.

The furniture merchant operated from a warehouse on the western edge of the village, past the tanner’s shop and its assault on the nostrils, in a long stone building with wide doors and a hand-painted sign that read:

CORDEN & DAUGHTERS — TIMBER, FURNISHINGS, CUSTOM WORK

Which meant the lumber merchant also sold furniture. It also meant Garrick had been buying planks from a man who could have sold him a chair at the same time, which was the kind of information that would have been useful a few days ago but which the frontier’s commercial ecosystem had apparently decided to keep as a surprise.

The warehouse smelled of sawdust and beeswax. It had that particular vanilla-adjacent scent of cured oak, which was, to Garrick, what fresh bread was to most people: a smell that meant things were going to be all right, or at least going to be level.

Corden met him at the door with a pencil behind his ear and sawdust in his eyebrows. His expression set to its default of mild disapproval. “Mr. Hallow, back for more planks?”

“Furniture this time, Corden. Bed, table, chairs, shelving for the shop… and a workbench if you have one.”

Corden’s eyebrows rose half an inch, which, on a face that expressive, constituted a standing ovation. He blinked a few times for extra measure. “You’re done already? The renovation?”

“Mostly.”

“Mostly?” Corden looked at him for a long, very long actually, moment. “Right… Come through.”

The warehouse was arranged in rows with heavy pieces along the walls, lighter stock in the center, and a section at the back roped off with a sign that read:

CUSTOM — DO NOT SIT

Which suggested that people had sat there and that the sitting had produced consequences.

Garrick moved through the rows with the pace of a man who knew what he needed and the restraint of a man who was trying not to know it too quickly. It was a hard process. He selected a bed frame, solid oak, pegged joints, no nails, the kind of construction that would outlast the building it sat in. A kitchen table with four chairs, pine, sturdy, and the legs turned on a lathe by someone who understood that a table leg’s job was to be forgotten. A workbench, six feet long, with a built-in vice and a top made of laminated beech that was thick enough to stop a crossbow bolt, though Garrick evaluated this property out of habit rather than need.

Crossbowmen tended to reconsider their actions before they got a chance to click the firing mechanism against him.

Two sets of shelving for the shop walls.

A washstand for the bedroom.

A stool for the counter.

He pointed at each piece and Corden wrote it down on a scrap of paper. Tallying prices with the automatic speed of a man whose pencil had been doing this type of arithmetic longer than some of his furniture had been standing.

Corden stuck his tongue out a little and tapped his head as he finished counting. “Delivery’s included for orders over two silver. I’ll have my girls bring the cart round this afternoon. Most of this’ll fit in one load. The bed frame might need—”

“I’ll carry the bed frame.”

Corden looked at the bed frame.

The bed frame was heavy oak and weighed, by Corden’s estimate, roughly a few hundred pounds, which was the kind of weight that two strong men with a good grip and a shared understanding of the word lift could manage across a short distance with frequent stops and moderate swearing.

“It’s oak,” Corden said.

“I can see that.”

“Solid oak, not veneer. The headboard alone is—”

“I’ll manage.”

Corden’s mouth opened, performed a brief reconnaissance of available objections, found none that wouldn’t insult a paying customer, and closed. “Your back, Mr. Hallow.”

Garrick paid upfront.

The coins clinked onto Corden’s counter and Corden swept them into his cash box with practiced.

The shelving, the table, the chairs, the workbench, and the washstand went onto the cart. Corden’s eldest daughter, a woman in her twenties with her father’s eyebrows and her own opinions about load distribution, arranged them with the spatial efficiency of someone who had been playing this particular game since childhood.

The bed frame remained on the side.

It leaned against the warehouse wall with its headboard up, foot board down, and side rails bundled and tied with cord. Made of oak and solid. Heavy in the way that quality is heavy, the weight of material that has been shaped by someone who cared about the shaping. It was also apparently not veneer.

Garrick picked it up the way a normal person picks up a dining chair: one hand on the headboard, one hand on the nearest side rail, a slight bend at the knees, and up. The frame came off the ground and settled against his shoulder and the side of his head, balanced there. Garrick straightened and adjusted his grip and the whole thing sat on him like a yoke designed for a very specific and impractical ox.

Corden stared.

His daughter stared.

The pencil fell out from behind Corden’s ear, bounced off his shoulder, and landed in the sawdust. He did not pick it up nor did he appear to notice it had fallen. His eyes were fixed on the bed frame, which was on Garrick’s shoulder, which was attached to Garrick, who was standing in the warehouse doorway holding a few hundred pounds of solid oak furniture with the casual posture of a man carrying a rolled-up carpet.

“That’s—” Corden started.

“Good balance on this,” Garrick said. “Nice work.”

“That’s a few hundred pounds…”

“Good oak, too. Is this local?”

Corden’s mouth worked. “Thornwall timber… seasoned two years.” His voice had acquired the distant, mechanical quality of a man whose body was answering questions while his brain was somewhere else entirely, performing calculations that kept producing answers it didn’t like. “Mr. Hallow, that frame usually takes two of my girls and a hand cart to—”

“I’ll follow the cart,” Garrick said, and walked out of the warehouse.

Silver, who had been sitting on the cobblestones outside with the patient, radiant devotion of a creature guarding the entrance to paradise, surged to his feet and fell into step at Garrick’s left heel. His tail went to full speed and tongue came out. His ears rotated forward and back a few times, tracking the bed frame, the cart ahead, the street, and Garrick’s face in a continuous loop of sensory joy.

The cart rolled east.

Garrick followed, bed frame on his shoulder, dog at his heel.

Corden stood in the warehouse doorway and watched them go. His daughter appeared beside him, wiping her hands on her apron.

“Da,” she said. “Did he just—”

“Yes.”

“With one—”

“Yes.”

She looked at her father. Her father looked at the empty space where the bed frame had been leaning, as though the wall might offer an explanation that physics had declined to provide.

“Huh,” she said.

Tamsin Pike had been practicing with her sword behind the Hobb smithy, which was not technically her sword and not technically practicing and not technically behind the smithy so much as in the narrow alley between the smithy’s rear wall and the stone fence that separated Brin’s property from the tanner’s, an alley that smelled of hot metal from one direction and existential regret from the other.

She had claimed this space as her personal training ground on the basis that no one else wanted it.

The sword was a hand-and-a-half blade that Brin had made as a commission piece for a merchant guard who had subsequently decided that guarding merchants was less appealing than being a merchant and had left the sword uncollected for four months.

Brin had not said Tamsin could use it.

Brin had also not said she couldn’t.

He had looked between her and the sword a dozen times before he finally sighed and said, “Don’t nick the edge,” which in Brin’s language was practically a ceremonial knighting.

She was working on her footwork currently.

Said footwork was, by her own honest assessment, terrible.

Her feet knew where they were supposed to go in the same way that a map knows where a city is: theoretically and with no practical ability to actually get there. She stepped left when she should have stepped right and pivoted on the wrong foot. She overextended on the lunge and had to windmill her free arm to keep from falling into the tanner’s fence, which would have been both painful and odious.

But she kept at it.

She kept at it because the sword felt right in her hand in a way that pencils and springs and the fiddly guts of clockwork mechanisms did not, or rather, felt right in a different way that was less ‘I understand how this works’ and more ‘I understand what this is for,’ and the difference between those two feelings was the difference between reading about swimming and being in the water.

The commotion reached her ears before it reached her eyes.

A cart rattling on cobblestones, which was normal.

Corden’s daughter calling to the horses, which was normal. A dog barking once, a greeting bark that was all to familiar from the unusually friendly dog, which Tamsin had learned to identify over the past few days because said dog greeted everything and everyone with the same bark and the bark carried approximately half a mile in still air.

She lowered the sword and edged toward the mouth of the alley.

Then she saw him.

Garrick Hallow was walking up the east road behind the furniture cart with a massive and heavy bed frame on his shoulder.

Tamsin had seen those types of bed frames. She had helped Brin move a bed frame once, the two of them shuffling sideways through a doorway while Brin said left and Tamsin went right and the frame got stuck. They spent twenty minutes extracting it while Brin hummed and Tamsin said words that Brin pretended not to hear.

That frame had been pine, light pine, and it had taken two of them.

This frame looked of heavy oak.

She could see the grain from here, tight and dark with the color of strong tea. The headboard was carved, simple curves, but carved, which meant thick, which meant heavy, which meant the man carrying it on one shoulder like a sack of oats was either much stronger than he looked or exactly as strong as he looked, and he looked like someone had taken the concept of capable and given it shoulders and a jaw and a patched coat.

Tamsin pressed herself against the alley wall and watched with wide eyes and an unhinged jaw.

His stride didn’t change and the bed frame never shifted once. His breathing, as far as she could tell from dozens of feet away, didn’t alter. He walked the way people walk when they’re carrying nothing, easy and loose, weight centered, and each foot landing with the kind of placement that Tamsin had been trying to achieve with her sword footwork for months and failing.

The dog, now white and silver coated instead of dirty brown, ran circles around his legs.

Tight circles that were joyful, chaotic, tongue-out, ear-flapping circles that wove between Garrick’s ankles like thread through a needle, and Garrick’s feet never once adjusted or stuttered. Never came within an inch of the dog’s paws, tail, or the wildly orbiting trajectory of canine happiness that would have tripped any normal person into the cobblestones face-first.

His feet just… knew where the dog was.

The way a river knows where the rocks are.

Tamsin’s fingers tightened on the sword’s grip.

She’d seen Brin move.

He a man conserving heat. Intentionally slow and deliberate with every motion planned.

She’d seen Captain Varrin’s soldiers drill in the garrison yard. Their footwork was crisp and mechanical, trained into muscle memory by repetition and the creative encouragement of a sergeant who believed that running built character and that character was best built uphill.

Garrick moved like neither of those things.

Garrick moved like a man who had so much control over his body that the control itself had become invisible, the way a master musician’s technique disappears into the music, the way water disappears into the shape of whatever holds it.

He wasn’t trying to move well.

He was trying to move normally, and the trying was where the seams showed, because normal people don’t carry oak bed frames on one shoulder, and normal people trip over dogs, and normal people don’t walk through a village with the footwork of someone who has spent a very long time learning exactly where to put their feet when the ground is trying to kill them.

Warrior, Tamsin thought. Or adventurer and high-level. Has to be!

She focused as excitement built in her chest.

The System responded to inspection the way it always did, a brief flicker of blue at the edge of her vision, the familiar interface that she’d been able to access since she was fourteen and which showed her, in neat text, the basic information that the System deemed appropriate for her level to perceive.

Tamsin had been one of the lucky few to have unlocked the inspection skill, not that she told anyone. They’d have her running all over the town analyzing and inspecting, taking her away from her very important drilling in between the smithy and tannery. She could never allow that to happen.

Now that she thought about it… she was likely the only one other than Captain Varrin.

Unless others were doing the same as her.

She focused on Garrick and the blue text appeared.

[? ? ?]

[Level: ? ? ?]

[Class: ? ? ?]

[Error: Insufficient clearance for target inspection.]

[Error: Target parameters exceed system display threshold.]

[Error: Please consult your local System administrator.]

[Note: There is no local System administrator.]

Tamsin blinked.

She tried again.

[Error: See previous errors.]

[Error: Repeating inspection will not change the result.]

[Error: The System appreciates your persistence but respectfully declines.]

Her mouth opened and hand, the one holding the sword, dropped to her side. The sword’s tip touched the cobblestones with a faint tink that she didn’t hear because her entire brain was occupied with the blue text and what it meant, which was that the man carrying the bed frame was either so far above her level that the System couldn’t display his information, or so heavily shielded that the System couldn’t access his information, and either way the man who had bought the Felton place and had been fixing it was now carrying a a few hundred pounds of oak on his shoulder while a dog ran circles around his ankles without breaking stride was not, by any definition that Tamsin’s rapidly accelerating heartbeat would accept, a man who repaired kettles.

She followed him at a distance, sword tucked under her arm, keeping to the far side of the road, using the carts and the foot traffic and the general morning bustle of Brackenridge as cover, the way she’d read that scouts did in the adventure serials she borrowed from Nan’s common room bookshelf.

Except that the scouts in the serials were usually following enemy agents through dangerous territory and Tamsin was following a furniture-carrying shopkeeper through a village where the most dangerous thing was a goat.

Which, to be fair, was a pretty hard to catch goat.

He reached the Felton place.

The building looked different.

Tamsin had walked past it a hundred times in the eleven months it had been empty, and the building she remembered was a ruin.

A sagging, cracking, leaning, and mildewing testament to the principle that buildings, like people, needed someone to care about them or they fell apart. The building in front of her was the same building the way a butterfly is the same caterpillar.

New roof and new shutters. New window glass catching the morning sun too. The door hung straight and true. The walls had been repointed. The courtyard, visible through the gate, was swept clean, and a six-foot fence with an angled top rail guarded the entrance like a fortification designed by someone who took goats personally.

Garrick set the bed frame down in the courtyard with a gentleness that made no sense given the weight of the object.

He didn’t drop it or lower it with effort.

He just placed it, the way you place a cup on a saucer, controlled and quiet.

Corden’s youngest daughter backed the cart through the gate and Garrick began unloading.

Tamsin stepped out from behind the chandler’s rain barrel, where she had been crouching for the last forty seconds and where she had discovered, too late, that the barrel leaked and her left knee was now wet.

She walked up to the courtyard gate.

The silver dog, that had been brown its entire life, saw her first. The dog’s tail went to maximum velocity and it bounded toward her with the full-body greeting of a creature that had decided, on zero evidence and with complete conviction, that Tamsin was wonderful.

Garrick looked up from the workbench he was carrying with one hand.

The workbench that Brin would have needed help with.

“Morning,” he said.

“That’s a workbench…”

Shit! What the hell did I say? How did I blurt that out! Tamsin thought to herself.

“It is.”

“You’re carrying it with one hand.”

Garrick looked at the workbench, then at his hand, then at Tamsin, with the expression of a man who has been caught doing something he shouldn’t and is rapidly assembling a defense from available materials. He set the workbench down, carefully, this time unlike the much heavier and larger oak bed frames. “It’s lighter than it looks.”

“It’s laminated beech and six feet… with a built-in vice.” Tamsin had spent enough time in Brin’s smithy to know what things weighed. “That’s a hundred and fifty pounds minimum.”

“Good beech. Very… buoyant.”

“Beech isn’t buoyant. Beech is one of the densest domestic hardwoods in the temperate range. I read Corden’s timber catalogue because he leaves it on the counter.”

Garrick’s hand drifted to his side, thumb touching two fingers. “You read timber catalogues?”

“I read everything. Hypothesis! You’re not a shopkeeper.”

“I am a shopkeeper,” Garrick scrambled. “I have forms that prove it. Stamped forms with initials!”

“Hypothesis! You’re a shopkeeper the way a retired warhorse is a cart pony. Technically accurate, but functionally misleading.”

Garrick looked at her the way Brin looked at metal, assessing the quality, the temper, the likelihood that it would hold an edge or shatter under stress. His eyes moved across her face, posture, the sword tucked under her arm, the ink stains on her fingers, the spring she was fidgeting with in her left hand, the spring she hadn’t realized she was fidgeting with until his eyes landed on it and she became suddenly, acutely aware of every moving part of her own body.

“I’m Garrick Hallow,” he said. “I repair things and sell herbs. I have a cat named Ash and a dog named Silver and a building that needed a lot of work and now needs furniture. That’s the whole story.”

“That’s not a story… That’s a pamphlet.”

“I like pamphlets. They’re concise.”

Tamsin chewed the inside of her cheek. The spring in her left hand turned faster. She looked around so no one was listening and whispered, “I tried to inspect you with the System.”

Garrick’s expression didn’t change, but his thumb pressed harder against his two fingers.

“It gave me errors,” Tamsin said. “A few of them.. and then it told me to consult a local System administrator that doesn’t exist. That doesn’t happen with shopkeepers. That doesn’t happen with anyone I’ve ever inspected. The baker is Level 14. Brin is Level 19. Captain Varrin is Level 31 and he’s the highest in the village. You gave me question marks and error codes.”

Garrick was quiet for a moment that lasted slightly longer than a moment and slightly shorter than a confession.

“The System has glitches… err… frontier areas, old ruins nearby, residual magical interference. It happens.”

“Does it?”

“I’ve heard it does.”

“From whom?”

“A pamphlet.”

Tamsin stared at him.

Garrick stared back.

The staring continued for a duration that exceeded the normal social parameters of staring and entered the territory of a contest, which Tamsin was determined to win because she was eighteen and stubborn and had ink on her fingers and a spring in her hand and a head full of questions that were not going to go away just because a tall man with a patched coat and impossible strength told her to read a pamphlet.

Garrick broke first.

He looked away and toward the cart where Corden’s daughter was wrestling with a shelf unit and losing.

He walked over, took the shelf from her with one hand, carried it inside, and came back.

“I’m strong,” he said to Tamsin. “Some people are strong, Elsie said so. She used the word ‘handy.’ I’m handy and strong and I fix things and that’s—”

“Elsie also told the baker’s son that he had grand potential to be a baker to if he put his head to it… so I’m not sure she’s your best character witness.”

The baker’s son was more liable to burn down his whole building while boiling water than make a cup of tea.

Garrick’s mouth did something complicated. It might have been a smile or might have been the preliminary stages of a retreat. “I appreciate the curiosity, genuinely, but I’m a shopkeeper.”

New Skill Acquired!

Deception (Social) — Level 1

The ability to present false information as truth through verbal misdirection, omission, and the strategic deployment of pamphlet references.

Current effectiveness: Marginal.

The notification glowed at the edge of his vision and Garrick dismissed it with an internal swipe that carried the force of a man slamming a door.

Deception (Social) +1

Level 2.

Note: Practice makes perfect. The System remains neutral, officially.

He dismissed that one too.

Tamsin was still standing at the gate.

Silver had pressed himself against her legs and she was scratching behind his ears with the absent, automatic motion of someone whose hands needed to be doing something while her brain did something else. The sword was still under her arm and her left hand still held the spring.

Garrick looked at her hands more carefully.

The callouses were raw.

Not the old, layered callouses of a trained swordswoman that built up over years into smooth pads of toughened skin.

These were new and very fresh.

The skin was split across the base of her fingers where the grip had rubbed, and the splits were red and angry and had been bleeding recently enough that the dried blood was still dark.

She was practicing without wraps or gloves.

Without anyone teaching her how to hold the sword in a way that didn’t tear her hands apart.

“Come here,” Garrick said.

Tamsin’s chin lifted. “Why?”

“Your hands.”

She looked down at her palms. The defiance in her posture flickered, replaced by something else that was a flinch she tried to bury under a shrug. “They’re fine. Callouses build up, I read about it too.”

“They build up if you let them heal between sessions. Those aren’t building… those are just open.” He reached into his coat pocket, where he pulled out a small clay jar he’d transferred from his System Inventory, a jar of healing poultice so weak, so mild, so fundamentally entry-level that it had been gathering dust in his inventory since approximately Level 4, when he’d outgrown and had never used or thought about again until he needed to act as normal and ordinary as possible.

He held it out. “Give me your hand.”

Tamsin looked between the jar and Garrick.

She extended her left hand, palm up, fingers spread, the raw splits visible in the morning light.

Garrick unscrewed the lid and scooped a small amount of the poultice onto his fingertip.

He spread it across her palm, working it into the splits with a light, practiced touch.

The poultice was weak, the weakest he had.

A Level 1 remedy, the kind of thing field medics gave to recruits for blisters and rope burns. It was the healing equivalent of a pat on the head and a biscuit hence why he had given hope with its abilities after reaching level 4.

The splits closed and the redness faded in seconds

The skin smoothed, sealed, and settled into the pink of new growth in the time it took Tamsin to draw a single breath.

Garrick saw nothing remarkable in this. The poultice was supposed to do that.

It was a healing poultice and it had healed.

The fact that it healed instantly was, to him, evidence of how weak it was, because an average poultice in his Inventory would have also repaired the underlying tissue damage, regenerated the nerve endings, and probably improved her grip strength by a percentage point or two, and this one had merely closed some splits, which was the healing equivalent of sweeping a floor… with no blessings.

Tamsin stared at her hand.

She turned it over and flexed her fingers.

She pressed her thumb into the base of her index finger where, a few seconds ago, a split had been bleeding, and found smooth, whole, unbroken skin. She looked up at Garrick. Her eyes were wide and her mouth was open and the spring in her other hand had stopped turning for the first time since she’d arrived.

“Shopkeeper…?”

“Shopkeeper,” Garrick confirmed.

“With instant healing salve.”

“It’s a very basic poultice of herbs and rendered fat. You can buy them in any apothecary in any city east of the—”

“I’ve been to the apothecary in IronGate City. Their best poultice takes four hours and leaves a scar… this took two seconds and my hand looks like I’ve never held a sword.”

Garrick screwed the lid back on the jar and tucked it into his pocket. “Different recipe.”

“Different reality.”

“Same reality, different recipe. Do the other hand.”

Tamsin extended her right hand without thinking, which meant the argument had been lost to the overwhelming tactical advantage of free medical care.

Garrick applied the poultice and the splits closed. The skin healed.

Tamsin stared at her palm with the expression of a person who has been handed a piece of a puzzle and can see exactly where it fits but has been told the puzzle doesn’t exist.

“Thank you,” she said, and the word came out quieter than she intended, stripped of sarcasm and any hypothesis.

“You’re welcome. Wrap your hands before you practice with linen strips, tight but not cutting off blood flow and don’t grip so hard. The sword does half the work if you let it.”

He turned back to the cart.

Tamsin stood at the gate for another few seconds with Silver licked her healed hand and enjoying the poultice.

The spring started turning again.

She turned and left.

Garrick carried the last shelf unit inside, set it against the wall, and stood in his shopfront. The place was now furnished, complete, but most important above all, ready to open soon enough.

Silver padded in made a few circles around the counter before he happily bolted out the doorway and to his sleeping spot in the back courtyard, laying down to rest. Ash opened one eye from the crate, surveyed the new furniture, found it provisionally acceptable, and went back to sleep.

The shop was done and the building was done.

The forms were filed, fees were paid, roof was on, door was hung, floor was whole, walls were plastered, furniture was placed, and Garrick Hallow, formerly Harrick Gallow, was standing in a finished shop in a frontier village four hundred miles from anyone who knew his name, and the only person who had come close to figuring him out was an eighteen-year-old girl with sword callouses on her palms and a mind that moved faster than his excuses.

He pressed his thumb to two fingers, a bad habit of his, and thought about the way she’d held the sword.

Under her arm, casual, but angled so the edge faced away from her body. It was instinct, not training.

The footwork he’d glimpsed as she walked, the weight distribution, the way she’d shifted her stance when she challenged him, left foot forward, right foot back, hips turned, a guard position she’d probably learned from a book and was teaching herself through pain and repetition and sheer, stubborn refusal to be told she couldn’t.

He thought about the splits on her hands and the blood that had dried dark.

He thought about the sword.

Garrick came to a realization he had never thought he would arrive at.

I kind of miss swinging a sword around.

The thought arrived uninvited, sat down in the middle of his mind, and made itself comfortable with the presumptuous ease of a cat claiming a crate.

He dismissed it… it wouldn’t leave.

Silver’s tail swept the courtyard floor.

Ash purred in the crate.

The morning light came through the new window, clean and whole, and fell across the counter of a shop that was ready to open in a village that was ready to need it, and Garrick Hallow stood in the middle of his ordinary life and missed, for just a moment, the weight of a blade in his hand.

Then the moment passed.

He picked up a rag and started polishing the counter, because counters didn’t polish themselves, and ordinary lives didn’t build themselves, and the sword was someone else’s problem now.

The rag moved in circles and the counter gleamed.

The blue text flickered, once, at the edge of his vision, and was gone.
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Chapter 8: Defeat by Goat and Stories Lying

The herbs in his inventory had been waiting for this moment longer dragons slept on their hoards waiting for it to grow with considerably more patience.

Garrick stood behind the counter of Hallow’s Repairs & Remedies, surrounded by what could only be described as a botanical invasion conducted in reverse. Jars lined the shelves and bundles hung from hooks. Cloth sacks sat in neat rows along the back wall, each one labeled in his careful block script, each one containing a piece of a story he had spent a very long time trying to forget and was now, somewhat improbably, trying to sell.

He picked up a jar of dried silverleaf and turned it in his hands.

The silverleaf was from the Greymist Expanse.

He’d gathered it at Level 3, on a Tuesday, during a rainstorm, while hiding behind boulders from a territorial badger that had been, at the time, the most dangerous thing he’d ever encountered.

The badger had been Level 5.

Garrick had been terrified.

The silverleaf had been growing in the cracks in the rock face, and he’d stuffed his pockets with it because a pamphlet he’d read in a tavern had said it was worth two coppers a bundle and two coppers was, at Level 3, the difference between eating and having dreaming about eating.

He set the jar on the shelf and placed a small card beside it.

Silverleaf — dried. For teas, tinctures, sore throat, and mild respiratory complaints. 3 coppers per bundle.

The next jar was moonpetal, from the foothills of the Ashspine range he gathered while level 4.

Garrick by that point, and after a couple successful sales, had been trying to start a business.

An actual, legitimate herb-trading business, because someone had told him that the real money in adventuring wasn’t in adventuring at all but in the supply chain that kept adventurers alive, which was the kind of advice that sounded wise in a tavern and turned out to be true in the way that saying water is wet is true missing the part where the ocean drowns you.

He’d gathered mountains of the stuff.

Literal mountains.

His System Inventory contained, at last count, four thousand six hundred and twelve bundles of moonpetal, three thousand and eight bundles of silverleaf, two thousand and forty-one jars of dried thornberry, eight hundred and sixteen packets of powdered willowbark, and a quantity of common sage so vast that it had its own subsection in his inventory index and occupied more storage space than the combined armories of multiple kingdoms.

He had gathered all of it between Levels 2 and 5, during a period of approximately four months, with the manic, sleep-deprived energy of a young man who had discovered a market opportunity and had not yet discovered that the market was a rigged game played by people who owned the table, the cards, the chairs, and the building the table sat in.

Two noble houses and a Duke’s trading consortium in this case.

They had controlled the herb trade across the entire eastern corridor with the kind of quiet, absolute authority that didn’t need to raise its voice because it had already bought the room. Every major buyer, every guild contract, every military requisition order… all of it flowed through these families who had been splitting the profits since before Garrick’s grandfather had been a twinkle in anyone’s eye.

He’d walked into the trading hall in Ashenmere with an inventory full of herbs and a business proposal written on the back of a feed receipt.

They’d laughed.

The laughter had been polite, which was worse than if it had been cruel, because polite laughter came with a pat on the shoulder and a suggestion that he try something more suited to his station, like manual labor or dying in a ditch, and the suggestion had been delivered by a man in a silk coat who had never, in his entire perfumed life, knelt in mud to pull silverleaf from a rock face while a badger screamed at him.

Garrick placed the moonpetal on the shelf and a card beside it. Moonpetal — dried. For sleep aids, calming draughts, and general nervous complaints. 4 coppers per bundle.

He’d tried six more buyers after Ashenmere.

Each one had turned him away with varying degrees of politeness and identical degrees of finality.

The monopoly was complete and the doors were closed for any form of competition, even if it was small. The herb trade belonged to people who had been born owning it, and Garrick Hallow, Harrick Gallow, had been born owning nothing except a set of hands that were good at picking things and a stubbornness that, in the absence of any viable commercial outlet, had eventually found a different use.

He’d picked up a sword instead after that.

The rest was history, literally, in the sense that historians were currently writing about it and getting most of it wrong.

He had also snuck into the Houses’ massive farms and collected it all.

Vanishing the next day from the city.

A bounty for an herb thief was still out there gaining notoriety without anyone knowing who had done it.

Garrick placed a jar of dried thornberry on the next shelf. Thornberry — dried. For joint pain, inflammation, and mild fevers. 5 coppers per jar.

Four thousand six hundred and twelve bundles of moonpetal finally had somewhere to go.

He worked through the morning, pulling stock from his System Inventory in small batches whenever Ash wasn’t watching. The cat had a way of tracking his hands that suggested the cat was either deeply interested in herbs or conducting an audit. He arranged them on the shelves with the care of a man decorating a home he intended to live in for a very long time.

The shop looked good.

The shop looked, in fact, like a shop.

A real one with real shelves and real stock and real little cards written in real handwriting by a real shopkeeper who was really, genuinely, actually going to open for business tomorrow morning and sell herbs to people who needed herbs and repair things for people who had broken things and be ordinary and unremarkable in every measurable way.

Garrick stepped back and surveyed the shelves.

Silverleaf, moonpetal, thornberry, willowbark, sage, chamomile, dried lavender, powdered ginger root, pressed yarrow, and a small selection of tinctures he’d mixed that morning using a mortar and pestle he’d bought from the dry-goods store for nine coppers and which worked exactly as well as a mortar and pestle costing nine coppers could be expected to work, which was to say adequately and without any magical enhancement whatsoever.

Tomorrow is finally the day… Garrick thought to himself with a grand amount of satisfaction.

Tomorrow the shop would open and people would come in and buy things and he would sell them things and money would change hands and forms would be filed and Lena Quill would receive her quarterly tax report and everything would be normal and fine and–

The bark came from the courtyard.

This was not the greeting bark Garrick was used to. Not the someone is coming and I have decided they are wonderful bark that Silver deployed at every passing human, dog, bird, leaf, and cloud formation that caught his attention.

This was the other bark.

The one Silver reserved for a single, specific entity.

A bark that contained, in its short, sharp syllable, an entire thesis on the nature of injustice, the failure of fencing as a defensive technology, and the ongoing existential crisis of a dog whose territory was being violated by a creature that did not respect boundaries, physics, or the basic social contract that governed civilized coexistence between quadrupeds.

Silver also blamed it for the bath.

Garrick was through the corridor and out the back door before the bark’s echo had finished bouncing off the courtyard walls.

Silver stood in the middle of the flagstones, hackles raised, tail rigid, every muscle in his newly clean silver-grey body locked into a posture of outraged vigilance.

He was staring at the fence that Garrick had built to a height of six feet.

The fence with the angled top rail tilted inward at forty-five degrees and that represented the accumulated engineering knowledge of a man who had designed siege fortifications capable of withstanding dragon fire, demonic artillery, and the combined assault of multiple undead legions, applied with full sincerity to the problem of a single domestic goat.

The goat was standing on top of said fence.

Not climbing or scrambling and most definitely not in the process of ascending or descending. It was standing with all four hooves planted on the angled top rail with the sure-footed, unhurried confidence of a mountaineer posing for a portrait on a summit, its usual countenance. Its yellow eyes, containing no emotion recognizable to any species Garrick had encountered in over a century of encountering species, looked down at him.

The goat’s beard swayed in the morning breeze.

Its jaw worked sideways, once, chewing something that might have been cud or might have been the last shreds of Garrick’s architectural pride…. And then it opened its mouth. “Baaaaaaaaaah.”

The sound was long and sustained.

It began in the goat’s chest, traveled through its throat, emerged from its mouth, and hung in the morning air with the resonant, triumphant clarity of a horn blown on a battlefield after the enemy has fled. It was not a bleat, but rather it was a declaration. A victory speech delivered in a single syllable by a creature that had weighed Garrick’s best engineering against its own capabilities and found the engineering wanting.

Silver barked again, louder, his whole body vibrating with the injustice of it.

Ash appeared in the back doorway, took one look at the goat, and then retreated inside with a swift, silent efficiency.

The goat held Garrick’s gaze for a couple more seconds to ensure dominance… then it turned, dropped off the far side of the fence with a clatter of hooves on cobblestone, and bolted. It rounded the corner of the building at speed, white haunches vanishing behind the stonework, hooves clattering a diminishing rhythm up the east road.

Garrick’s hand moved before his brain issued the order.

In a century and a half of existence, across wars and cataclysms and encounters with beings that could unmake mountains, Garrick had never been beaten like this and most definitely not repeatedly. Especially not by the same opponent or one that weighed less than his shield and had a beard and ate laundry.

His fingers closed around a pine plank leaning against the courtyard wall, a six-foot offcut, three inches wide, solid, and his arm came forward with a motion that was less throw and more ballistic event.

The plank left his hand and crossed the courtyard in a blur.

It cleared the fence, cleared the building, cleared the east road, the rooftops beyond the east road, the main street, the well, the bakery, the chandler’s, the dry-goods store, the cobbler-who-also-sold-cheese, the tanner’s shop and its philosophical assault on olfactory science, the garrison wall, and a significant portion of the airspace above the garrison wall, traveling in a flat, screaming arc that would have been visible from the ground as a brief, dark line against the morning sky, assuming anyone had been looking up, which no one was, because people in frontier villages did not typically scan the heavens for incoming lumber.

A distant crash reached his ears approximately two seconds later.

The kind of crash that contained within it several smaller crashes, each one building on the last: the initial impact, the splintering of whatever had been impacted, the secondary collapse of whatever had been adjacent to whatever had been impacted, and the final settling of dust and debris and the quiet, structural grief of a building that had just been asked to absorb a piece of pine traveling at a velocity usually associated with siege weaponry.

Silver’s ears rotated toward the sound.

Garrick’s arm was still extended and fingers were still open.

The throwing motion was still completing its follow-through, his shoulder rotated forward, weight on his front foot, and body in the exact posture of a man who has just launched a projectile with enough force to punch through a ship’s hull and is now standing in his courtyard in a frontier village realizing, with the slow, creeping horror of a man watching a vase fall off a shelf in a room full of witnesses, what he has done.

“Oh…” Garrick said.

Silver looked up at him, tail wagging once, uncertain.

“Oh no.”

He lowered his arm.

He looked at his hand, then looked at the fence. He looked at the empty space where the plank had been. He looked in the direction the plank had gone, which was roughly west-northwest, roughly the direction of the garrison, which was roughly the direction of the crash.

His thumb pressed against two fingers so hard the knuckles went white.

I shouldn’t have done that.

Elsie Bramble’s bakery smelled of butter and warm flour and the particular atmospheric pressure that builds in a room where someone has been working with dough since before dawn and has opinions about how the rest of the world has been spending its morning.

Garrick stood in the doorway holding a hat in both hands, which he did not normally hold, because he did not normally wear a hat, but he had grabbed it from his Inventory on his way out because holding something gave his hands a purpose that wasn’t throwing building materials across municipal boundaries.

He would have gone to Nan’s, but she was to close to the damage site.

“You look like a man who’s done something,” Elsie said from behind the counter, where she was scoring the tops of six loaves with a knife that moved with casual precision.

“I may have caused some damage.”

“To what?”

“The garrison.”

Elsie’s knife paused mid-score and she looked up, blinking at him.

Flour dusted her forearms. A strand of hair had escaped her bun and was stuck to her cheek with what appeared to be honey. “The garrison… as in the military garrison… with the soldiers and the walls and Captain Varrin’s armory and constant drilling?”

“Part of it. A sleeping quarters, I think… based on the sound.”

“Based on the sound?” Elsie set the knife down and wiped her hands on her apron, leaving white prints on the fabric like a baker’s version of a crime scene. “And how, love, did you manage to damage a military building from your shop on the east road?”

“I threw a plank…”

“You threw a plank?”

“…at a goat.”

“At the Grennick goat?”

“It was on my fence, the six-foot one with the angled rail. It was standing on top of it, Elsie.”

“And you threw a plank at it?”

“I missed.”

“You missed the goat…”

“The goat dodged.”

“The goat dodged?”

“And the plank kept going?”

Elsie stared at him for a long, measured interval. Her hands rested on the counter, flour-dusted and still. Her eyes moved across his face the way they had moved across the fence he’d built in short minutes, recalculating something she had previously considered settled and arriving at a new figure that didn’t fit the old columns.

“How far,” she said carefully, “did the plank go?”

“From my courtyard to the garrison.”

“That’s…” Elsie’s head tilted. She looked toward the window, through which the east road was visible, and then in the opposite direction, toward the western edge of the village where the garrison sat behind its walls. Her lips moved silently, because she was measuring the potential distance. “That’s the whole town, love, the entire width of Brackenridge. That’s past the well, past my shop, past the tanner’s, past—”

“Yes.”

“A plank?”

“Pine, six feet, four inches wide.”

Elsie picked up her knife, set it down again, picked up a wooden spoon instead, and pointed it at him.

The spoon was not a threat. The spoon was a focusing instrument, the way a conductor’s baton focuses an orchestra, except the orchestra was Garrick and the music was accountability. “Right… umm… Well, you can’t un-throw a plank, and you can’t un-collapse a barracks, so the question is what you’re going to do about it.”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s honest. Useless, but honest.” She turned back to her loaves, scored the last two with quick, decisive strokes, and slid the tray into the oven. The oven door closed with a clang that sounded, to Garrick, like a gavel. “You need a peace offering. Something that says I’m sorry I destroyed your building without saying I’m the kind of person who can destroy buildings by throwing wood at livestock from half a mile away, because that second part raises questions you don’t want answered.”

“What kind of peace offering?”

“The edible kind. Soldiers forgive anything if you feed them first. It’s the foundation of military diplomacy, and I should know, because I’ve been supplying that garrison with bread rolls for a few years and Captain Varrin still calls them morale assets on his requisition forms. I think he hides the cookies if no soldiers see me bring it to him.”

The bakery door banged open.

Four children poured through it with the coordinated, unstoppable energy of a flash flood that had been given legs. Garrick recognized them from the fence incident: the tall girl with the gap in her teeth, the short boy with perpetual mud on his knees, the girl who had been sitting on the wall, and the bread-through-the-nose boy, who was already reaching for the cooling rack with both hands.

“Heard a crash!” the tall girl announced. “Tommy says a tree fell on the garrison. Mira says it was lightning. Fen says it was a dragon. I think it was–”

“It was a plank,” Elsie said.

“A plank?”

“Mr. Hallow threw it.”

Four pairs of eyes swiveled to Garrick with the synchronized precision of dragon-killing ballistae acquiring a target.

“You should rebuild them a castle,” said Tommy, the mud-kneed boy, with the immediate, unshakable confidence of a child who has identified the correct solution and sees no reason to entertain alternatives. “A big one that’s two hundred storeys tall. With flags… lots of flags!”

“You can’t build a two-hundred-storey castle,” said the wall girl, whose name Garrick still didn’t know. “You’d need—”

“He built a fence in four minutes. He could do a castle in a week.”

“Build them a castle,” said the tall girl, “and hire a princess to live in it. Then they won’t even care about the barracks.”

“Where do you hire a princess?” asked the bread-nose boy.

“Same place you hire anyone. You put up a sign.”

“Princesses don’t answer signs.”

“The good ones do.”

“Catch a cloud,” said Tommy, who had apparently moved past the castle concept and into a realm of problem-solving that operated on its own internal logic. “Catch a big cloud and let them bounce on it. Nobody’s angry when they’re bouncing on a cloud.”

Elsie laughed. It was full and warm and it filled the bakery the way the smell of bread filled the bakery. She wiped her eyes with the back of her flour-dusted hand. It still left tracks on her cheeks. “I make wonderful cookies, love. Let’s start there.”

Garrick looked at the children, each of whom was now staring at him with the expectant, luminous eyes of small humans who believed, with total sincerity, that the man in front of them could build castles and catch clouds and hire princesses, and who were waiting to see which of these options he would select.

“Cookies… Cookies are good,” Garrick said.

The castle would take weeks, minimum, even at his actual speed, and he’d need permits from Lena that would probably require their own architectural plans and a livestock confusion assessment. Catching a cloud presented logistical challenges that even his Strength attribute couldn’t resolve, primarily because clouds were not, in any meaningful sense, catchable, and the attempt would raise questions about his vertical leap that he preferred to leave unasked. And hiring a princess, even if one could be located, interviewed, and contracted, would cost approximately a hundred thousand gold crowns in relocation fees alone, because princesses did not move cheaply, and Garrick had met enough royalty to know that their asking price was always the first number in a negotiation that only went up, and their personalities were always the first thing in a room that made him want to leave it.

Cookies, unlike the rest, were the correct tactical response.

Elsie was already moving.

Butter came out of the cold box.

Flour came off the shelf.

Sugar, eggs, a jar of vanilla extract that she handled with the reverence other people reserved for holy relics.

Her hands worked with the speed and certainty of someone who had made cookies ten thousand times and could make them ten thousand more without consulting a recipe, because the recipe lived in her hands the way sword forms lived in Garrick’s, embedded so deep it had become second nature.

The dough came together in minutes.

She rolled it, cut it, arranged the rounds on a tray with the precision of a woman who understood that presentation was half the apology, and slid the tray into the oven beside the bread.

“Twelve minutes,” she said. “Go wash your hands. You’ve got plank guilt on them.”

Garrick washed his hands in Elsie’s kitchen basin while the children argued about whether a two-hundred-storey castle would need one princess or several and whether the princesses would need their own cookies.

Through the bakery’s front window, halfway up the main road, Garrick saw a white shape trotting between two market stalls.

The goat was still on the loose.

It was moving with the unhurried, purposeful gait of a creature on patrol.

As Garrick watched, it veered toward a woman hanging laundry on a line strung between two fence posts. The woman saw it coming and grabbed her washing and held it above her head. The goat passed beneath her arms, seized a sock that had fallen, and continued up the road without breaking stride, the sock dangling from its mouth like a battle standard.

The woman shouted something that the bakery walls reduced to a muffled, indignant vowel.

Garrick turned away from the window.

At least it’s not only me, he thought.

The cookies came out golden and smelling of butter, vanilla, and the kind of simple, uncomplicated goodness that existed in a world where people baked things for other people because baking was what you did when words weren’t enough and money was too impersonal and the thing you’d broken was a building that belonged to people who slept in it.

Elsie packed them into a basket lined with a clean cloth. “Right. Let’s go apologies with sugar.”

The garrison’s eastern sleeping quarters had a hole in it.

The hole was roughly the size and shape of a six-foot pine plank traveling at a velocity that the building’s architect had not, in fairness, been asked to account for. It had entered through the roof at an angle, punched through two ceiling joists, demolished a bunk bed, cratered the floor, and come to rest embedded in the foundation stones with approximately eighteen inches of splintered wood protruding from the rubble.

The surrounding structure had responded to this insult by partially collapsing, which was reasonable, because buildings that receive unexpected lumber at high speed are entitled to their feelings about it.

Captain Rusk Varrin stood in front of the damage in his immaculate-but-mended uniform. Gloves on, jaw set, and eyes performing a rapid, systematic sweep of the damage and the apparent reason for it. Two dozen soldiers worked around him, clearing debris, stacking salvageable timber, and carrying personal effects out of the wreckage with the resigned efficiency of people who had been trained to respond to crises and were now responding to one that involved a plank.

A lieutenant stood beside the captain, holding a clipboard. “No one was in the building.”

“Thank God…” Captain Varrin sighed.

A few recruits were attempting to extract the plank from the foundation and were not succeeding.

Garrick approached with Elsie on his left, the basket of cookies between them, and four children trailing behind like a very small, very opinionated honor guard.

Captain Varrin saw them coming.

His eyes moved from Elsie to the basket to Garrick, and his jaw tightened by one degree, which on a face that controlled was the equivalent of another man’s full-body flinch.

The captain’s voice was clipped and level. “Mistress Bramble? "

“Captain.” Elsie set the basket on a supply crate and pulled back the cloth and steam rose from the cookies. “Brought you something for the trouble.”

“The trouble…? Would you happen to know anything about a projectile that struck my sleeping quarters at approximately nine-fourteen this morning?”

“It was a plank,” Garrick said.

“I can see that it was a plank, Mr?”

“Hallow. Garrick Hallow.”

Captain Varrin tilted his head as though the name sounded familiar. “Err… Yes, Mr. Hallow. My men have been trying to remove it from my foundation for the past hour. It is embedded a few feet into mortared stone. What I am asking is where the plank came from.”

“My courtyard.”

Varrin blinked and his gloved hands, which had been clasped behind his back in the standard at-ease position, unclasped. His right hand came forward and adjusted his left glove, finger by finger, with the attention of a man who needed to do something with his hands while his brain processed information it did not want. “Your courtyard? And where does your courtyard stand?

“On the east road.”

“T-the east road?”

“Yes.”

“The east road that is on the opposite side of the village from this garrison?”

“Yes.”

“You are telling me that a six-foot pine plank traveled from the eastern edge of Brackenridge, over every building, street, and structure between here and there, and struck my barracks with enough force to embed itself in stone.”

“I was aiming at a goat.”

Varrin’s left eye twitched a single, involuntary contraction of the orbicularis oculi that lasted perhaps a quarter of a second and would have been invisible to anyone who wasn’t watching for it, which Garrick was, because watching for involuntary responses in the people around him was a habit he had developed in war and had not yet managed to unlearn despite extensive practice at not noticing things.

The captain closed his eyes, as he whispered to himself. The information he was gathering was beginning to line up… “Hallow? Strength? Plank…?”

The color left his face in stages, starting at the cheeks and working inward, the way frost spreads across a window pane. His lips pressed together until they formed a line so thin it could have been used as a straightedge. His gloved hands found each other behind his back again and gripped, knuckle over knuckle, tight enough that the leather creaked. He opened his eyes and gulped audibly.

“The Necromancer was a liar,” he said, very quietly.

Garrick straightened.

It was involuntary.

A reflex buried so deep it predated conscious thought, the automatic response of a body that had spent a century and a half reacting to threat indicators and had just heard a phrase that contained, within its five words, a very specific piece of information that very few people in the world knew and even fewer would say aloud.

He straightened to his full height, which was considerable, and looked down at Captain Varrin, which required the captain to look up, and for a fraction of a second the air between them changed. The quality of it shifted and the weight of it increased. The soldiers nearest to them paused in their work without knowing why, the way animals pause before an earthquake, responding to a frequency below the threshold of conscious perception.

The world focused upon the Captain and he felt so very small–

Garrick caught himself.

He relaxed his shoulders, softened his posture, and then became, through an act of will that required more effort than killing the Demon Lord had, a man who was slightly confused by a phrase he didn’t recognize.

Varrin’s eyes had gone wide and pupils were contracted to pinpoints. The muscle in his neck jumped with each of the next few heartbeats, then the captain laughed.

It was bright and quick and approximately a few octaves higher than his normal speaking voice. “–is what I would say! Ha. Old expression. Heard it from a merchant once, years ago. Means something unbelievable happened that you didn’t see yourself. Regional dialect… V-very regional. Nay! Extremely regional. From a region I cannot currently remember where from.”

Garrick let the confusion stay on his face for another beat, then allowed it to dissolve into a smile. “Funny expression.”

“Hilarious. Absolutely! The merchant was very colorful.” Varrin’s laugh trailed off into a sound that was technically still a laugh in the same way that a dying campfire is technically still a fire. He turned to the basket of cookies with the desperate gratitude of a man who has been thrown a rope. “Cookies. Excellent. Morale is a resource, and morale has been… tested this morning.”

He picked up a cookie, examined it with the same attention he had applied to the structural damage, and took a bite.

“Outstanding,” he said, and his voice had returned to its normal register, though his gloved hand, the one not holding the cookie, was gripping the edge of the supply crate with enough force to leave marks in the wood. “Mistress Bramble, your baking remains the garrison’s most reliable defensive asset.”

“I’ll put that on my sign… right under unlikely to cause confusion among livestock.” Elsie had not understood the exchange nor felt what the captain had just experienced.

Varrin turned to his soldiers. “Attention! Cookies from Mistress Bramble’s bakery. One per soldier, form an orderly queue. Anyone who takes two before everyone’s had one will be assigned latrine duty for a week.”

The recruits cheered and it was immediate, genuine, and disproportionate to the stimulus, because the recruits were young and had been clearing rubble since nine-fourteen in the morning and a cookie was, at this moment, worth more than gold, glory, or a satisfactory explanation for why a plank had fallen from the sky.

Garrick helped distribute cookies.

He handed them out one at a time, and the soldiers took them with nods and muttered thanks, and none of them asked him how a plank had crossed the entire village, because the cookies were warm and the question was complicated and sometimes the frontier taught you that the answer to how was less important than the answer to what now.

The children had already infiltrated the rubble pile and were conducting an archaeological survey of the damage with the focused enthusiasm of small humans who had been given unsupervised access to a disaster site. Tommy was trying to pull the plank out of the foundation. He was not succeeding any more than the recruits had.

Garrick looked at the plank.

The plank looked back, embedded and serving as a permanent record of the moment he had let a goat get under his skin.

He would need to come back tonight and remove it, quietly and without witnesses.

“Mr. Hallow.” Varrin appeared beside him, cookie finished, crumbs on his glove. “I’ll need a report… err… for the file. Cause of damage, responsible party, and proposed remediation.”

“I’ll fix the barracks.”

“You’ll—” Varrin stopped and his jaw worked. “That’s a structural repair. Joists, roofing, masonry. My quartermaster estimates two weeks with a full crew.”

“I work fast.”

“So I’ve heard. I’ll have the permit paperwork sent to Reeve Quill.”

“Of course.”

Varrin adjusted his glove again. “Of course… Good day, Mr. Hallow.”

Garrick nodded and turned to leave.

Elsie fell into step beside him, basket empty, the children peeling away from the rubble pile to follow in her wake like ducklings trailing a particularly flour-dusted mother duck.

Silver was waiting at the garrison gate, tail going, nose pressed to the gap between the doors, eyes locked on the exact spot where Garrick would appear because Silver always knew the exact spot where Garrick would appear.

They walked east, toward the shop, the herbs on the shelves, the grand opening tomorrow, and the ordinary life that Garrick was building one stone at a time, one mistake at a time, and one cookie-based apology at a time.

Behind them, the garrison resumed its cleanup.

Captain Rusk Varrin watched Garrick Hallow walk away.

He continued to stand on his vigil until the man rounded the corner of the main road and disappeared behind the chandler’s shop, and then he watched the empty corner for several minutes more, the way a man watches the spot where lightning has just struck, not because he expects it to strike again but because the air still smells of ozone and his body hasn’t finished flinching.

Rusk’s right hand was trembling.

He pressed it flat against his thigh, but the trembling continued. He pressed harder until the leather of his glove creaked against the fabric of his trousers. The trembling did not stop, because the trembling was not in his hand. The trembling was in the architecture beneath his hand, in the bones and the tendons and the deep, old memory that lived in the marrow of a man who had once stood close enough to see what he had seen and had spent every year since trying to stand further away from it.

Lieutenant Harren approached from the rubble line, clipboard under his arm, dust on his uniform.

He stopped beside the captain and followed his gaze to the empty corner.

Harren had served under Varrin for six years. He knew the captain’s mannerisms like the back of his hand.

This silence was a new one.

“Sir… Your hand,” Harren said.

Varrin looked down at his hand, still pressed against his thigh, still trembling. He lifted it, examined it as though it belonged to someone else, and placed it behind his back where it could tremble in private. “Noted.”

“You’re scared of him.” Harren said with a deep frown. “Who is he?”

Varrin’s jaw tightened. He checked the horizon, east, south, west, an automatic sweep that his body performed every few minutes regardless of context, threat level, or the presence of cookies. His eyes came back to Harren. “You remember how I told you I used to be a noble? Banished for competing and losing the inheritance battle?”

Harren nodded once.

“In the highest circles, the real ones, not the ballrooms and the banquets, but the rooms behind the rooms where the people who actually run things sit and drink and decide… there is a figure. Rarely mentioned and only under your breath. Only when you’re certain of the company.” Varrin’s voice had dropped to a register that Harren had never heard from him. The words came out wrapped in something that sounded like reverence and fear in equal measure. “One of the stories about him. One of many… There was a warrior who trusted a necromancer.”

Harren’s eyebrows drew together.

Rusk ignored the reaction and kept going because the story was odd.

“The lady swore she had never raised human dead. Only the remains of other races, and only as servants. To give her tea. To tend her garden. To care for her in the way that the living had refused to, because the living heard the word necromancer and reached for torches before they reached for understanding.” Varrin’s gaze drifted to the plank still embedded in his foundation. “No one believed her. No one except a single warrior named…” He shivered. “I best not say his name. He believed her because he judged her character and her merits and not the rumors. Not what everyone else thought of her.”

“And?”

“She died.” Varrin said with a heavy shrug. “A holy order found her and attacked her. Killed her and everything she had raised and everything she had built, because she was a necromancer and necromancers are evil and the holy orders do not make exceptions for necromancers who use their gifts to brew tea and grow roses.” His gloved hands gripped each other behind his back. “The warrior arrived too late. The story says he stood in the ashes of her cottage and said nothing for a few days. On the fourth day, he walked to the holy order’s fortress…”

Rusk paused as though he could still see the memory.

Harren waited.

“…no one remembers accurately who or where that order is anymore.”

The silence that followed was not the comfortable silence of two men who had run out of things to say. It was the pressurized silence of a room in which something very large had been placed and was now taking up all the available air.

“A necromancer that isn’t evil?” Harren said.

“Unbelievable unless you see it yourself.”

“And you? Did you see it?”

“I never saw it!” Varrin’s laugh came out too fast and too loud. A bark of sound that startled a recruit carrying a bucket of debris ten feet away. “Never. Absolutely not. I was nowhere near any of it. I heard the story third-hand from a man who heard it fifth-hand from a woman who may or may not have existed.”

Harren studied his captain’s face. The laugh lines that weren’t laugh lines and the tired eyes that were tired from something older and heavier than garrison duty and sock shortages. Then at hand behind his back that had not stopped trembling. “Huh… He’s pretty strong, then?”

Varrin laughed again, and this time the laugh was real, which made it worse, because real laughter from a man who was shaking meant the thing that was funny was also the thing that was terrifying, and those two qualities existing in the same space produced a sound that made Harren’s stomach tighten.

“Strong.” Varrin tasted the word. “Lieutenant, there was a dragon called the Dragon of Angolicar. You’ve heard the name.”

“Everyone’s heard the name. It razed the Angolicar Valley. Killed two armies. Seven Chosen Heroes failed to—”

“He grabbed it.”

Harren stopped talking mid sentence with his mouth open. “What?”

“He grabbed its jaws. Upper and lower, one hand on each.” Varrin’s eyes were closed. His face had gone the color of old parchment. “And he pulled them apart the way you’d open a book. The way you’d tear a dinner roll. He just…” Varrin’s hands came out from behind his back and mimed the motion, fingers spreading, arms drawing apart, slow and steady and inexorable. “…ripped.”

The word hung in the air between them.

“It shouldn’t have been possible. The Dragon of Angolicar was never supposed to be beatable. A Level 99 dragon. The theoretical ceiling. The absolute peak of what the System allows to exist.”

Harren’s face had lost its color in stages the inverse of Varrin’s earlier drain. His clipboard slipped a few inches in his grip before his fingers tightened and caught it. “What? L-Level… 99?”

Varrin held up a hand.

His index finger extended, then retracted. He closed his eyes, opened them, and looked at Harren with an expression that contained, in its careful blankness, the shape of every sleepless night he’d spent since learning what he’d learned. “Level 98. I misspoke. The records say 98.”

Harren’s mouth opened. “Level 98? He killed a Level 98 dragon? With his hands?”

“Ripped it in half, jaw to tail.” Varrin turned back toward the garrison, the rubble, the recruits, the plank in his foundation, and the ordinary, manageable, beautifully mundane problems of a frontier posting where the biggest threat was supposed to be a goat. “And now he lives here… and supposedly sells herbs. And he threw a plank through my barracks because a goat was on his fence.”

He adjusted his gloves while he checked the horizon.

Harren gulped audibly as he followed Rusk’s gaze to where Garrick had vanished into the town from.

“Tell the garrison the hidden cache of cookies are off limits…” and in a much lower tone said. “I need more cookies, the stash won’t be enough to calm me,” as he walked back toward the damage.
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Chapter 9: The Plank Returns

The candle had burned to a nothing but a stub.

Captain Rusk Varrin sat in front his desk in the garrison commander’s office with his gloves on, uniform buttoned to the throat, and his boots polished to a mirror shine. The polish had taken forty minutes… mostly because he had polished them twice. The first time had been for the shine itself and the second time had been because his hands needed something to do that wasn’t shaking.

The desk was orderly, just like it always was.

An orderly desk was a one that belonged to a man who had control of his environment, and control of one’s environment was the first line of defense against the universe’s persistent attempts to introduce chaos, uncertainty, danger, and the odd six-foot pine planks traveling at velocities that made a mockery of municipal zoning.

A pitcher of cold milk sat at the desk’s center, sweating gently in the warm air. Beside it was a wide-mouthed ceramic cup, the kind designed for soup but repurposed tonight for a nobler calling. And beside the cup, arranged in a semicircle with the shape of a traditional defensive formation, sat the remains of Captain Varrin’s secret cookie cache.

Said cache had started the evening at fourteen cookies.

It was now at seven.

Varrin picked up a cookie, dipped it into the milk with a slow, deliberate motion; as though he was performing a sacrament. Then he held it submerged for exactly four seconds, which was the optimal saturation window for Elsie Bramble’s butter cookies before structural failure of the dipped portion, and ate it.

Eight cookies eaten in four hours.

One every thirty-four minutes, approximately, though the intervals had not been even. The first three had gone quickly, consumed in the initial hour when the planning had been frantic and the scenarios had been multiplying faster than he could map them. The fourth had been eaten during the scenario in which he apologized and the apology was accepted and he was permitted to continue living, which was the best scenario and also the least plausible, because men who knew what Rusk knew about the person he now knew lived in this frontier town did not, as a general rule, continue living. The fifth cookie had accompanied the scenario in which he apologized and the apology was not accepted and the garrison was removed from the landscape with the same casualness that had been applied to a holy order’s fortress and a Level 98 dragon and an assortment of liches undead hordes version one, two, three, four, and five. The sixth and seventh cookies had been consumed simultaneously during the scenario in which he said nothing, did nothing, pretended to know nothing, and spent the rest of his natural life, however long or short that turned out to be, living next door to a force of nature that sold herbs and threw lumber at goats.

All the scenarios ended with him in trouble he could not over come.

Rusk picked up another cookie. Dipped it in the milk, held it, pulled it out, and then ate it.

Five were left only.

Rusk Varrin had written letters too.

A few of them, sealed and stacked in the top drawer of his desk. One to his sister in the capital, who would not understand it. One to Lieutenant Harren, containing operational details for the garrison’s continued function in the event of Varrin’s sudden and comprehensive absence. And one to Elsie Bramble, thanking her for the cookies and requesting that, should the garrison require rebuilding from scratch, she ensure the new mess hall had a larger oven.

Rusk had not written a letter to anyone else including the rest of his noble household, brother, mother, other sister, other two brothers, or father. They had disowned him and had very clearly chosen to disassociate with him and this was the consequence… not that they cared about receiving a letter from him any way.

Rusk had also written a will that was brief.

His possessions were few; sword went to Harren, boots, the good ones, went to the quartermaster, who had admired them for years and deserved something nice, maps, all forty-seven of them, annotated in four colors of ink with notes so dense they had begun to overlap and form new, accidental words, went to the Reeve’s Office, where Lena Quill would either archive them properly or use them as kindling, and either outcome was acceptable because Rusk would be dead and the dead do not have filing preferences–

The candle flickered.

Rusk flinched and then laughed at his reaction.

He turned and checked the horizon through his office window. East, south, west. The sweep was second nature now, pointless in the dark, and deeply comforting in the way that all pointless rituals are comforting to people who have run out of useful ones.

Midnight had come and gone.

The garrison was still quiet. The recruits were asleep in the western barracks, which was the barracks that had not been struck by lumber and which Rusk had inspected a few times since sundown, counting heads, checking locks, and memorizing the faces of every soldier under his command in case he needed to describe them to whatever authority processed the dead on the other side.

Nothing had happened yet.

Rusk sighed and turned to the desk before him. He hesitated for half a second–

He dipped another cookie and ate it.

Only four left… is he trying to torture me? Or is he letting me eat my final meal? Would he let me take my time finishing the cookies?

The milk was getting low, Rusk noticed.

He gulped and looked for another source of distraction.

He folded his napkin into a triangle, then a square, then a shape that was neither triangle nor square but which resembled, if you squinted, the floor plan of a small fortification with overlapping fields of fire and a single, narrow entrance that could be held by one man against—

He unfolded the napkin and set it flat on the desk.

Fortifications were not going to help.

Nothing was going to help.

He had gone through every defensive option available to a Level 31 garrison commander on a frontier posting with a complement of seventy soldiers, a quartermaster who couldn’t find matching socks, and a budget that had been cut twice in the last fiscal year. He had considered barricades, evacuation routes, signal fires, messenger birds, appeals to the regional command, appeals to the crown, appeals to any deity that might be listening and might have jurisdiction over the specific problem of an unstoppable force living in a shopfront on the east road.

None of it mattered.

The man had ripped a dragon in half with his hands, erased a holy order’s fortress from the map and had thrown a pine plank across an entire village and embedded it in mortared stone, and he had done this by accident, while aiming at a goat, which meant the plank had been a miss, which meant the man’s misses could destroy buildings, which meant his hits—

Rusk ate another cookie without dipping it.

His hand had stopped trembling an hour ago, which he had initially interpreted as a sign of calming until he realized the trembling had simply migrated inward, settling into his chest cavity where it vibrated against his ribs like a tuning fork struck by a mallet made of existential dread.

The clock on the wall ticked and the candle stub flickered.

Rusk closed his eyes.

He would beg first before anything else.

Before explanations, excuses, reasoning, or the carefully rehearsed speech about how he had only recognized the phrase because he’d been a minor noble’s third son with access to restricted archives and a habit of reading things he shouldn’t have read in rooms he shouldn’t have been in… of course that was a lie, because the truth would damn him even more.

But, before any of that, he would beg, but not for himself.

Rather for the garrison currently sleeping in the western barracks who had never heard the name, read the archives, and never stood close enough to feel what Rusk had felt that morning when the air between him and Garrick Hallow, Harrick Gallow, had changed and the world had narrowed to a point and the point had been aimed at him.

He would kneel if kneeling helped.

He would grovel if grovelling was required.

He would offer his own life as a transaction. A trade, one captain for seventy soldiers.

The candle died and the office went dark.

Rusk sat in the dark with his eyes closed and his gloves on and three cookies remaining and the cold milk sweating on the desk and the letters in the drawer and the will beside the letters and the napkin unfolded and the clock ticking and the garrison sleeping and the night pressing against the windows like something patient.

He waited.

Rusk’s breathing had settled into the shallow, measured rhythm of a man conserving energy for an event he could not prevent. His hands lay flat on the desk, palms down, fingers spread, gloves smooth against the oak. His jaw ached from clenching. He unclenched it. It clenched again immediately, because his jaw had its own opinions about the situation and they were unanimous–

The air changed.

There was no sound to indicate his arrival within the building. No footstep, creak of floorboard, or whisper of fabric against stone. The garrison’s walls were thick and its doors were locked and its windows were shuttered and none of these things mattered, because the air in the room simply shifted, the way air shifts when a door opens in a distant part of a building, except no door had opened, and the shift carried with it a pressure and weight that pressed against Rusk’s eardrums and settled on his shoulders like a hand gripping him.

He’s here.

Rusk’s fingers curled against the desk. His nails, inside the gloves, dug into his palms. His eyes stayed closed because opening them would mean seeing, and seeing would mean knowing, and knowing would mean the last few seconds of uncertainty, the last few seconds in which the universe had not yet committed to a specific outcome, would be over.

He kept his eyes closed.

His lips parted.

The speech was ready.

The begging was ready.

The offer, his life for theirs, was ready.

The words were lined up in his throat like soldiers in formation, waiting for the order to advance.

A soft crack whispered in the dead of night.

A sound so quiet that it could only have been made by someone who understood exactly how much force was required to extract a six-foot pine plank from a mortared foundation without disturbing a single additional grain of morite, and who had applied exactly that amount and not one ounce more.

The pressure vanished a moment later.

The air returned to its normal self of frontier dust and the faint residual sweetness of cookies.

Rusk opened his eyes only to find the office was empty.

The dark was ordinary dark too. The kind produced by a dead candle and shuttered windows and the absence of anything supernatural, extraordinary, or capable of ripping dragons in half. The desk was still there. The milk was still there, but more importantly, the three final cookies were still there.

He stood up so fast the chair hit the wall behind him.

He crossed to the window, unlatched the shutter, and looked out at the eastern sleeping quarters.

Moonlight fell across the rubble.

The hole in the roof was still there and the collapsed bunks were still there.

The debris was untouched except for one single thing.

The plank is missing… He came to pick up the plank? Or is this a message? That he could get to me whenever he wants? That I am beneath his notice? What the hell does the message mean? What is he trying to say?!

The foundation where it had been embedded showed a clean, circular void, smooth-edged, as though the stone had politely agreed to release its prisoner and had been thanked for its cooperation. No dust or additional cracking. No evidence that anything had been removed except the absence of the thing itself.

Rusk gripped the windowsill.

His knuckles, inside the gloves, went white.

He stood there for a long time counting breaths to calm himself.

Then he turned and sat back down.

Rusk settled in and picked up a cookie, dipped it in the milk, held it for exactly four seconds, and ate it.

He was alive and his garrison was alive.

That was all that mattered.

Garrick moved through the village without making any sound at all.

The plank rode across his back, balanced on one shoulder. Six feet of pine that had spent the day as the most discussed piece of lumber in Brackenridge’s municipal history and was now being returned to anonymity under cover of darkness by the man responsible for its brief, spectacular career in structural demolition.

The streets were still empty and the houses were dark.

A cat that was not Ash sat on a fence post and watched him pass with the universal feline expression of I have seen this and I will tell no one, because telling would require effort, and effort is beneath me.

Garrick reached the east road in silence.

The shop’s silhouette stood against the stars, solid and whole, its new roof a clean line against the sky, shutters straight, and door hung true. The courtyard gate was closed and the six-foot fence, with its angled top rail that had failed to defeat a goat, stood in the moonlight like a monument to optimism.

Silver was in the back courtyard and on his back.

All four legs pointed at the sky in different directions, as though each leg had been given independent instructions and none of them had agreed on a final position. His belly, white, clean, and exposed to the night air, rose and fell with the deep, slow rhythm of a creature so profoundly asleep that consciousness was a distant memory and dignity was a concept that applied to other, lesser animals. His tongue hung from the side of his mouth at an angle that defied both gravity and aesthetics. One ear was folded inside out and tail lay across the flagstones like a dropped rope.

A rear leg twitched.

Then twitched again, faster, cycling through the phantom motions of a chase and pursuit of something that existed only in the private theatre of a sleeping dog’s mind. The leaf, probably… It was always the leaf.

Garrick stepped by him.

Silver did not wake nor did he not stir. His belly continued its rise and fall, and his inverted ear continued its structural protest against the normal orientation of ears, and his tongue continued its slow, gravitational slide toward the flagstones.

The shop’s back door was ajar.

Garrick pushed it open and stepped inside.

Ash was on the counter wide awake and waiting. Sitting upright with a composed, alert posture intending to make the duration of its wait known through the medium of sustained eye contact and a silence so pointed it could have been used to open letters.

The cat’s amber eyes tracked Garrick as he crossed the shopfront.

The eyes moved from his face to the plank on his shoulder, back to his face, down to his boots, which carried the faintest trace of garrison dust, and back to the plank.

“Mrrp.” Ash interrogated him.

A question that expected an answer and would not be satisfied with evasion, misdirection, non-answers, or references to pamphlets.

Garrick held up the plank. “I went to get this back.”

Ash regarded the plank. The cat’s head tilted two degrees to the left and whiskers twitched once, processing the information through whatever internal system cats used to evaluate the nocturnal activities of their humans, a system that was, Garrick suspected, considerably more sophisticated than the one the System itself used to evaluate him.

“Mrrooow.”

This sound was longer, more complex, and structured in two movements. The first movement addressed the plank and appeared to find it an acceptable explanation for absence. The second movement addressed the absence itself and found it less acceptable, though within the bounds of what the cat was prepared to tolerate from a human who had, on balance, provided adequate shelter, regular meals, and a crate of excellent sleeping quality.

Ash stood from its perch and sauntered across the counter in a few unhurried strides, reached the edge nearest to Garrick, and stepped onto his shoulder with practiced ease. It walked across the back of his neck, its paws pressing into the muscle with the firm, kneading rhythm of a creature that was not massaging him so much as confirming that the surface it owned was still in acceptable condition.

Then it settled into the crook between his neck and his collar and began to purr.

The purring was loud.

Louder than Ash’s usual operational volume, which was itself considerable.

This purring had bass notes.

This purring had resonance.

It vibrated through Garrick’s collarbone, into his chest, and filled the dark shopfront with a sound like a small, warm engine that ran on contentment and the specific satisfaction of having one’s human return home at the expected time, or close enough to the expected time that the deviation could be forgiven.

Ash’s head pressed against the side of Garrick’s jaw, then rubbed slow and deliberate

The cat’s cheek dragging along Garrick’s jawline from ear to chin, depositing scent glands and ownership markers with the thoroughness of a certain reeve stamping documents. The cat pulled back, repositioned, and rubbed again, this time along the other side, because territorial claims required bilateral coverage.

Garrick stood very still in his dark shop, holding a plank, wearing a cat, and being claimed.

Ash had never done this in daylight.

In daylight, Ash was composed, imperial, and distant. In daylight, Ash occupied the crate and surveyed the shop and issued judgments and accepted tribute in the form of milk and the occasional chin scratch, all of it conducted with the formal reserve of a monarch holding court.

Affection, in daylight, was beneath the cat’s honor and dignity.

But here, in the dark, with no witnesses except a man and a plank and a dog unconscious in the courtyard with its legs in the air, Ash rubbed and purred and pressed close with an intensity that said, very clearly, I missed you, and I will deny this in the morning, and if you tell anyone I will knock something off a shelf that is not durable enough and will shatter.

Garrick reached up and scratched behind the cat’s ears.

Ash’s purring doubled in volume and the kneading resumed against his shoulder, claws extending and retracting in the slow, rhythmic cycle of a creature that had found its person and was holding on.

Silver, Garrick reflected, loved like a bonfire. Visible from miles away, impossible to ignore, warming everything in range, and occasionally singeing the eyebrows of anyone who stood too close. Silver’s love was public, exuberant, and conducted at a volume that the entire village could hear and frequently did.

Ash loved like a coal banked in a hearth. It was a quiet and private thing.

Glowing only when the room was dark enough to see it.

Garrick leaned the plank against the wall, crossed to the bedroom, and lay down on his new bed, which was oak, solid, sturdy, and did not creak, because Brin’s joinery was honest and Corden’s timber was seasoned.

Ash relocated from his shoulder to his chest, circled twice, paused, didn’t like the current circling and recircled a few more times… then finally settled with a sigh.

The purring continued.

Through the window, the stars did their ancient, indifferent work.

In the courtyard, Silver’s leg twitched. The leaf was getting away.

Garrick closed his eyes and slept, and the plank leaned against the wall in the dark, retired from its brief career in aviation, and the night was quiet, and the village was quiet, and the frontier was quiet, and everything was, for the moment, exactly as ordinary as he needed it to be.

Morning arrived with the enthusiasm of a season that had recently discovered sunlight and intended to use all of it at once.

Garrick was at the Reeve’s Office by eight.

The sign still said:

REEVE’S OFFICE

…in letters visible from the afterlife, which Garrick had begun to suspect was not an exaggeration but a design specification, because Lena Quill was the kind of woman who would want the dead to know where to file their complaints.

He pushed the door open.

The office smelled of ink, paper, and the faint, pressurized atmosphere of a woman who had been dealing with the consequences of other people’s decisions since before those people had woken up. Lena sat behind her desk, sleeves rolled to the exact same height as every time, pencil moving across a form with the steady, implacable rhythm of a metronome that had been wound by duty and would not stop until duty said so.

She finished her sentence and then looked up. Her pencil tapped a few times. “Mr. Hallow. I received a preliminary incident report from the garrison at six-forty-five this morning. It describes, and I am quoting directly, ‘catastrophic structural failure of the eastern sleeping quarters resulting from an unidentified airborne projectile, origin: civilian, trajectory: east to west, composition: pine…’ " She set the pencil down. “Would you like to add context, or shall I file this under acts of carpentry?”

“I threw a plank at a goat.”

“Yes, the report mentions the goat. It also mentions that the plank traveled, and again I am quoting, ‘a distance inconsistent with human-generated force parameters.’ Captain Varrin underlined that phrase… Twice.”

“I have good arms.”

Lena’s glasses caught the light. “For the record, Mr. Hallow, ‘good arms’ is what people say about bakers and blacksmiths. What you appear to have is a siege engine attached to your shoulders.” She opened a drawer. “Sit down. This is going to take forms.”

Garrick sat and the chair creaked under his weight.

Lena produced forms. A lot of forms.

They arrived on the desk in a sequence that suggested they had been pre-assembled, which meant Lena had anticipated his visit, which meant Lena had spent her morning preparing for the administrative consequences of a man throwing wood at a goat, which was, Garrick reflected, either a sign of extraordinary professional competence or a sign that his life had become the kind of thing that required pre-assembled paperwork.

“Incident declaration,” Lena said, touching the first form. “Property damage report, cross-filed with the garrison quartermaster. Remediation proposal. Liability acknowledgment. And—” she placed a thicker document on the stack, “—a garrison structural repair permit application, which requires approval from the regional military engineering office in Iron Gate City.”

“How long?”

“For the approval? Seven weeks, minimum. The regional office processes civilian repair requests on a quarterly review cycle, and the current cycle closed last month.”

“Seven weeks to get permission to fix a building I broke.”

“Seven weeks to get permission to fix a military building you broke. Civilian structures are faster. Military structures involve the War Office, the Engineering Corps, the Quartermaster General’s audit division, and a man in Iron Gate City named Fenwick who has, to my knowledge, never approved anything on the first submission and who once rejected a latrine repair because the applicant misspelled ‘effluent.’ " Lena folded her hands. “Welcome to institutional remediation, Mr. Hallow.”

Garrick sighed. “You’ve told me about this Fenwick fellow…”

Lena huffed.

The door opened behind him.

Captain Rusk Varrin entered the Reeve’s Office with the measured stride of a man walking across a frozen lake, each foot placed with care, each step tested before weight was committed, the whole performance conducted with a rigidity that went beyond military bearing and into the territory of a body that had been given very specific instructions by a brain that did not trust it to improvise.

He was pale.

The pallor had a quality to it that went beyond sleeplessness, beyond the grey of a man who had missed a night’s rest. His skin had the translucent, papery look of someone who had been drained of something more fundamental than blood, as though the color had been extracted by a process that operated on the level of the soul and had left the body to manage as best it could with what remained.

He was smiling though.

It occupied his face the way a flag occupies a pole during a hurricane: technically present, technically flying, and technically fulfilling its designated function, while simultaneously communicating to every observer that the conditions under which it was operating were far, far outside normal parameters.

“Good morning!” Varrin shouted.

The greeting arrived at a volume and pitch that made Lena’s pencil pause mid-tap.

“Reeve Quill. Mr. Hallow. What a productive morning! Paperwork! Excellent! You know how much I absolutely love paperwork. Paperwork is the foundation of civilized society. Without paperwork we’d be animals. Animals with buildings, admittedly, but animals nonetheless!” he laughed loud.

Lena looked at Varrin.

Garrick looked at Varrin.

Lena looked at Garrick.

Garrick looked at Lena.

The look they exchanged lasted a few seconds and contained, within those seconds, a complete conversation conducted entirely in eyebrow movements and the subtle redistribution of facial tension.

Lena’s left eyebrow rose one-eighth of an inch, which translated to: Is he all right?

Garrick’s right eyebrow dipped one-sixteenth of an inch, which translated to: I have no idea.

Lena’s mouth tightened at the corners by a degree measurable only with precision instruments, which translated to: He looks like he’s been embalmed and taught to smile.

Varrin pulled a chair to the desk, sat down with the controlled descent of a man who did not entirely trust the chair, the floor, or the fundamental reliability of gravity, and placed his gloved hands flat on his knees. “I’m here to expedite the repair process. The eastern barracks are a priority because my soldiers need quarters. Morale is a resource. So is shelter. Both are currently… compromised.”

“The permit requires regional approval,” Lena said. “Seven weeks.”

“Seven weeks!” Varrin’s smile widened. The widening did not reach his eyes. His eyes remained fixed on a point approximately six inches above Lena’s head, which was the point at which the wall met the ceiling, which was the point at which Varrin could look in Garrick’s general direction without actually looking at Garrick, a feat of peripheral avoidance that required constant muscular effort and was producing a faint twitch in his left temple. “Seven weeks is… acceptable. Perfectly acceptable!” he laughed loud again. “These things take time. Time is… a thing that exists and in quantities!”

Lena’s pencil tapped on the table in a much slower rhythm. “Captain, are you feeling well?”

“Outstanding! Never better! Slept like a… like a thing that sleeps. A log! Ha! Slept like a log! Logs sleep very well, I’m told. They’re horizontal, which helps.”

Garrick leaned back in his chair and the chair complained.

Varrin flinched at the creak, a full-body micro-spasm that he converted, through what must have been heroic effort, into a nod.

“I’d like to do the repairs myself,” Garrick said. “No charge.”

Lena’s pencil stopped. “No charge?”

“I caused the damage. I should fix it.”

“That’s… unusually responsible. For the record, most people who destroy military property prefer to deny involvement, flee the jurisdiction, or blame weather phenomena.” She pulled the remediation proposal toward her. “However, unpaid civilian labor on military structures introduces a classification problem. If you’re not being compensated, the work falls under ‘voluntary civic contribution,’ which is a different permit category with a different approval chain and a longer processing time.”

“How much longer?”

“Nine weeks instead of seven.”

Garrick stared at her.

Lena stared back with serene patience.

“What if I’m paid?”

“Then it’s contracted civilian labor, which falls under the original seven-week timeline.”

“How much do I need to be paid?”

“Any amount. The classification requires compensation, not a specific sum.”

Garrick turned to Varrin. “Pay me a copper.”

Varrin’s smile, which had been maintaining its position through what appeared to be sheer force of will and possibly the structural support of his jaw muscles, flickered. His eyes, which had been fixed on the wall-ceiling junction, dropped to Garrick’s face for the first time since entering the office.

The drop lasted half a second.

In that half second, Varrin’s pupils contracted, his throat moved in a swallow he couldn’t suppress, and his gloved fingers pressed into his kneecaps hard enough to produce a faint creak of leather that matched the creak of Garrick’s chair from moments earlier.

Then his eyes returned to the wall.

“One copper…?” Varrin said. “For structural repair of a military barracks?”

“One copper.”

“That’s… below market rate.”

Garrick smiled. “I’m running a promotion.”

Varrin reached into his coat pocket. His hand emerged holding a single copper coin, which he placed on Lena’s desk with the careful, trembling of a man defusing an explosive faulty mana core. The coin clinked against the oak and sat there, small and round and worth approximately one-fourth of a loaf of bread, and representing, in its modest copper circumference, the entire billable value of a repair job that would have cost the garrison twenty-nine gold crowns if contracted through normal channels.

Lena picked up the coin, examined it, recorded the amount in her ledger, and placed it in her cashbox. “Contracted civilian labor. One copper. Seven weeks for permit approval.” She stamped the remediation proposal. “Five weeks.”

Garrick blinked. “You said seven.”

“I said seven for the standard timeline. Paid contracts with pre-existing incident reports and a cooperative military liaison—” she glanced at Varrin, who was cooperating so hard his neck tendons were visible, “—qualify for expedited processing under subsection fourteen of the Frontier Governance Act. Five weeks.”

“Five weeks,” Garrick repeated.

“Five weeks. During which time you may not begin repairs, you may not purchase materials for repairs, and you may not, Mr. Hallow, throw any additional building materials at any additional livestock, because the next incident report will require a form I have not yet invented and I would prefer not to have to invent it.”

Garrick signed where she pointed.

Varrin signed where she pointed.

Lena stamped everything that could be stamped and filed everything that could be filed and the morning’s paperwork concluded with the decisive thunk of brass on paper that had become, over the past week, the soundtrack of Garrick’s civilian life.

Varrin stood first, quickly, the way a man stands when the alternative is remaining seated next to something he would prefer to be further from. He adjusted his gloves and checked the horizon through Lena’s window in a pattern Garrick recognized was common amongst the Holy Orders. East, south, west. “Good day, Reeve Quill. Mr. Hallow…I’ll have the incident report finalized by end of day.”

He walked to the door.

At the threshold, he paused. His back was to the room and shoulders were set in the rigid line of a man holding something in place by refusing to let it move. “Mr. Hallow?”

“Captain.”

“The cookies were… very good.”

“I’ll tell Elsie.”

Varrin nodded once, opened the door, and left.

His footsteps retreated down the cobblestones with the measured, precise rhythm of a man who was not running, who would never run, who was simply walking at a pace that happened to be brisk and happened to increase in speed with each step and happened to carry him toward the garrison and the safety of walls and locks and the comforting fiction that walls and locks meant anything at all against Garrick Hallow, the Night’s Terror.

Lena watched him go through the window.

Her pencil tapped a few more times.

“For the record,” she said, still watching the window, “Captain Varrin has attended forty-seven meetings in this office over the past few years. He has never once described sleep using a metaphor involving lumber.” She turned back to Garrick. “He has also never smiled that much. The captain smiles approximately twice per fiscal quarter, and both instances are typically in response to sock deliveries arriving on schedule… excluding cookies. He smiles whenever cookies are available.”

Garrick said nothing.

Lena gathered her forms, aligned their edges, and placed them in the HALLOW, G. folder, which was becoming, by increments, the thickest folder in her cabinet. “Five weeks, Mr. Hallow. Try not to destroy anything else in the interim.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Your best concerns me.” She sat down, picked up her pencil, and resumed writing. “Good morning.”

Garrick stepped outside.

Silver was waiting on the cobblestones, tail going, nose pressed to the gap beneath the door, eyes locked on the exact spot where Garrick appeared because Silver always knew.

The morning sun was warm on the cobblestones and the village was waking up and somewhere, on a road or a rooftop or a fence that hadn’t been built tall enough, the Grennick goat was eating something that belonged to someone who hadn’t deserved it.

Garrick pressed his thumb to two fingers.

Five weeks before he could fix the barracks and dealing with paperwork processing in a regional office forty miles away, handled by a man named Fenwick who had never approved anything on the first submission.

Five weeks.

He could wait five weeks.

He had waited longer for less.

Garrick had once waited seven days in a frozen trench for a supply convoy that never came, and he had once waited six months for a peace treaty that was signed and broken in the same afternoon, and he had once waited in the ashes of a necromancer’s cottage for four days without moving, and the waiting had ended in a way that no one talked about anymore because the people who would have talked about it had been inside a fortress that no longer existed.

He could wait five weeks.

Silver pressed his nose against Garrick’s knee.

“Right,” Garrick said. “Let’s open the shop.”

They walked east, toward the building that was finished and the shelves that were stocked and the counter that gleamed and the cat that was waiting in its crate, awake now, imperial now, showing nothing of the midnight purring and the jaw-rubbing and the small, private warmth that lived in the dark between a man and a cat who had chosen each other and would deny it in the morning.

The morning was bright.

The herbs were ready.

The sign hung straight.

And somewhere in a regional office in Iron Gate City, a man named Fenwick was sharpening his pencil, preparing to reject something, and had no idea that the something, when it arrived in five weeks’ time, would be the least interesting thing about the man who had filed it.
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Chapter 10: The Hunt for Something to Do

It had been a week since Garrick opened his doors and put up a grand opening sign.

The sign was handsome. He had carved it himself from a piece of oak that Brin had donated without being asked, which was Brin’s way of saying I believe in you without having to say anything at all, which was Brin’s preferred method of saying most things. The letters were clean and deep and filled with a dark stain that made them legible from forty yards in good light. The bracket was iron, mounted with two bolts, and the whole assembly had been approved by Lena Quill’s signage permit process, which confirmed that it was unlikely to cause confusion among livestock.

HALLOW’S REPAIRS & REMEDIES

GRAND OPENING

The sign hung straight and the door hung straight.

The shelves were stocked, the counter gleamed, the herbs sat in their jars with their little cards, the window let in clean morning light, and the bell above the door, a small brass thing he’d found in the back of a drawer and mounted with a bracket and a spring, was ready to ring the moment a customer pushed through the entrance and stepped into the shopfront and said the words that every shopkeeper in every village in every corner of the world waited to hear.

Which were some variation of hello, I need a thing, do you have the thing, and how much is the thing.

Yet, here Garrick stood behind his counter and waited…

Mostly because no one had said those words.

No one had pushed through the entrance.

No one had rung the bell.

Seven days. Seven mornings of unlocking the door at eight, propping it open with a brick, arranging the counter display of sample tinctures and bundled herbs, positioning the stool at the optimal angle for appearing both welcoming and professionally occupied, and then sitting on said stool for the duration of the business day while the bell hung motionless above a door that remained, with stubborn consistency, uncrossed by paying humans.

Garrick sat with his elbow on the counter and his chin in his palm.

Ash was in the crate, asleep, contributing nothing to the commercial enterprise except ambient purring and the faint, judgmental aura of a creature that had never needed to attract customers because the world came to it.

Silver was not inside but rather in the courtyard, and the sounds coming from the courtyard were the sounds of a dog having the time of its life, which was to say: galloping paws on flagstone, a rhythmic thwack-thwack-thwack of something wooden being swung through air, the occasional triumphant bark of a canine who had seized an object and intended to keep it, and the voice of an eighteen-year-old girl who had, over the course of the past five days, become a permanent fixture of the premises despite never having been hired, invited, or, in any formal sense, welcomed.

Garrick turned on his stool and looked through the back doorway into the courtyard.

Tamsin Pike was drilling footwork.

She moved across the flagstones in the pattern he’d watched her practice in the alley behind the smithy, left foot forward, right foot back, pivot, lunge, recover. Her hair was tied up with a piece of twine that was losing its battle against gravity and enthusiasm. Ink stains on her sleeves, a fresh burn mark on her left cuff from where she’d leaned against the kitchen hearth that morning without looking, and her jaw set with the look of a person who intended to get better at something through the application of repetition and sheer, grinding, ornery refusal to stop.

The sword in her hands was wooden.

Garrick had given it to her on the second day, after she had shown up at the shop door at seven in the morning, forty minutes before opening, with Brin’s commissioned hand-and-a-half blade tucked under her arm and a speech prepared about why he should train her that she had clearly rehearsed in front of a mirror. Which contained, by Garrick’s count, four hypotheses, two threats, one bribe involving information about the Grennick goat’s patrol schedule, and a closing argument so passionate that Silver had wagged his tail through the entire thing despite understanding none of it.

Garrick had refused.

Tamsin had not left, it seemed to give her more encouragement, the opposite of its intended purpose.

Garrick had refused again, more firmly, with additional emphasis on the words no, absolutely not, and I am a shopkeeper.

Tamsin had sat down on the courtyard wall, crossed her arms, and said, “Fine. I’ll wait.”

She had done exactly as she said she would do.

She had waited through the morning and through lunch and through the afternoon, and when Garrick locked the shop at six she was still sitting on the wall, arms crossed, spring turning in her fingers, radiating a certain type patient, immovable stubbornness that always won in the end.

On the second morning she was back.

Garrick had given her the wooden sword because the alternative was watching her practice with Brin’s steel blade. That was a blade was a weapon that deserved better than an untrained grip in a narrow courtyard where the walls were close and the dog was closer and the potential for catastrophe was the kind of thing that kept actuaries awake at night.

The wooden sword was, technically, a training weapon.

It was also, technically, a Level 58 Wooden Sword of Moderate Correction, which Garrick had acquired at Level 22 from a training master in the Greymarch military academy who had used it to teach advanced footwork to officers who thought they already knew everything. The sword’s enchantment, when activated by a wielder of sufficient level, would provide gentle haptic feedback on incorrect form, a warm tingle for good technique, and a sharp, educational sting for mistakes that could get you killed in actual combat.

Tamsin was Level 7.

The prerequisite activation level was 19.

In her hands, the Level 58 Wooden Sword of Moderate Correction was a stick. A well-balanced, beautifully weighted, superbly crafted stick made of ironwood that had been shaped by a master weaponsmith and enchanted by a court magus, but a stick nonetheless, because the enchantment sat dormant behind a level gate that Tamsin couldn’t reach, and the sword’s educational features remained locked away like a library book that required a membership card she didn’t own.

She swung it anyway with the raw, unpolished energy of someone who was teaching herself from first principles and paying for every lesson in sweat, bruised knuckles, raw callouses, bruises, bumps, and the occasional collision with the courtyard wall that produced a sound like a mallet hitting a drum and a word from Tamsin that she would deny having said.

Silver had appointed himself her training partner.

This appointment had been unilateral, unsolicited, and conducted by dog who saw a human doing something energetic and concluded that the energetic thing required a dog. He circled her as she drilled, darting in to grab the sword’s tip when it dipped too low, tugging it sideways with his jaws clamped around the ironwood, tail going at full speed, and eyes bright with the uncomplicated joy of a creature that had found a game and a friend and saw no reason why the two should ever be separated.

Tamsin lunged. Silver dodged left, seized the sword, and pulled.

“Silver! Silver, let go! That’s not—give it—you absolute—”

Silver did not let go. Silver braced his front paws and leaned back and shook his head with the vigor of a terrier who had caught something and intended to keep it until the heat death of the universe or until someone produced a treat, whichever came first.

Tamsin pulled.

Silver pulled harder.

The tug-of-war lasted eight seconds before Tamsin’s grip slipped and she sat down hard on the flagstones and Silver bolted to the far corner of the courtyard with the sword clamped in his jaws, tail a blur, victory absolute.

“I hate that dog,” Tamsin said, from the ground.

Silver ran back to her and dropped the sword at her feet and wagged.

“I hate that dog so much.”

Silver licked her face.

Garrick turned back to the empty shopfront.

The bell did not ring.

The herbs sat on the shelves.

The counter gleamed untouched by any customers.

The morning light fell through the window in long, golden rectangles that illuminated a shop that was ready, stocked, permitted, licensed, taxed, inspected, and open for business. Which had, in seven days of operation, generated a total revenue of zero coppers, zero silver, and zero gold, a figure that Lena Quill’s quarterly tax report would record with devastating precision.

The door opened and the bell rang.

Garrick straightened on his stool with a speed that was, in retrospect, too fast for a man who was supposed to be casually awaiting customers and not desperately hoping for them. He smoothed his expression into something that he hoped communicated welcome to my establishment, I am a professional and not please buy something, anything, I will accept emotional validation in lieu of currency.

Father Juniper Coil stepped through the doorway carrying a canvas sack that clinked.

“Mr. Hallow! Good morning! I was passing by, insofar as one can ‘pass by’ when one has walked specifically to this location with the express purpose of arriving at it, and I thought I might—” He stopped. His kind eyes moved across the empty shopfront, the unstirred herb jars, the undisturbed counter display, the bell that had rung for the first time that morning, and knew what he was looking at. “Ah… I see…”

“Morning, Father.”

Juniper set the sack down on the counter, more nails. He always brought nails. The shrine’s nail surplus had become, over the past week, a renewable resource that Garrick suspected Juniper was actively purchasing and disguising as surplus in order to have an excuse to visit, which was the kind of deception that a priest could probably justify theologically and Garrick found endearing regardless of propensity to curse things to failure.

“How is business?” Juniper asked.

“Quiet.”

“Quiet! Yes. Quiet can be… restful… Contemplative. The God teach us that patience—”

“No one’s come in.”

Juniper’s hands found each other inside his sleeves. “No one? In… how long has it been since—”

“A week.”

“A week?” Juniper’s smile held its position the way a roof holds its position during a storm. “Well. A week is—”

“It’s a long time, Father.”

Juniper’s fingers emerged from his sleeves and drummed against the counter. His eyes brightened with the look of a man who has just had an idea and has not yet subjected it to the scrutiny it deserves. “What if I were to place a few blessings on the shop? A small one for prosperity, perhaps. A minor invocation for foot traffic. The shrine has a lovely blessing for commercial ventures, it dates back to the Third Pastoral Council, insofar as I recall the provenance correctly, and it specifically addresses the flow of customers into places of honest trade.”

Garrick looked at Juniper.

Juniper looked back with an earnest, hopeful expression.

Garrick thought about the rain barrel. He thought about the bell tower cladding, the vestry shelf, the baptismal font, and the shrine roof that leaked worse every spring after its annual blessing. He thought about seven years of Brin cleaning up after blessings and expecting to clean up after blessings again.

He thought about the kindness behind the offer, which was real and large and had nothing to do with whether the blessings worked.

“That’s a generous thought, Father. Truly.” Garrick kept his voice level and warm. “But I think the shop needs foot traffic more than it needs a blessing right now. The sign of its blessing would be the foot traffic. God blesses whom he wills and we are all just vessels…” Garrick paused as Juniper’s smile remained wide. He had to put an end to it unfortunately. “I just don’t want to risk the shelves.”

Juniper’s brightness dimmed by a quarter-candle. His hands retreated into his sleeves. “Of course. Very practical. Very… yes.” He patted the counter the way he patted walls, a gentle reassurance directed at an inanimate object that hadn’t asked for it. “The shelves are lovely, by the way. Very sturdy. Good wood.”

“Corden’s best.”

“Yes. Yes, they are.” Juniper stood beside the counter and looked at the herbs and the jars and the empty shop, and his kind eyes carried the weight of a man who wanted to fix something and had been told, gently, that his method of fixing was the problem. Garrick felt bad for it already.

The door opened again and the bell rang again.

Brin Hobb filled the doorway with his broad frame and his calm eyes and a quiet gravitational pull. He carried nothing. He waved once, a single motion of his right hand that encompassed greeting, acknowledgment, and the full extent of his planned verbal contribution to the visit.

His eyes moved across the shopfront.

They found Garrick, Juniper, the empty counter, the undisturbed herbs, the bell that had now rung twice in a week and was beginning to develop self-esteem issues.

Then his gaze drifted to the back doorway, through which the courtyard was visible, and in the courtyard Tamsin was visible, and in Tamsin’s hands the wooden sword was visible, and Brin’s expression, which had been calm and neutral and carrying the emotional bandwidth of a granite cliff face, shifted.

Said shift was small.

A tightening at the corners of his mouth and a slight narrowing of the eyes. The micro-expression of a man who had taken a commissioned blade away from an apprentice who had nicked its edge, and who had endured multiple days of silence so wounded and so theatrical that the silence itself had developed a narrative arc, complete with rising action, climax, and a denouement in which Tamsin had said, very quietly, while sweeping the smithy floor, “I didn’t mean to nick it,” and Brin had said nothing, because Brin’s nothing was louder than most people’s everything.

Tamsin saw him through the doorway.

Her drilling stopped mid-lunge. The wooden sword dropped to her side and chin lifted, and jaw set. Her eyes, which had been focused and fierce a moment ago, went wide and soft. Carried the frequency of a young person who has hurt someone they respect and doesn’t know how to cross the distance back.

Brin looked at her for a couple seconds.

Then he turned, nodded once to Garrick, and walked out.

The bell rang behind him.

Tamsin stood in the courtyard holding the wooden sword while Silver pressed his nose against her knee.

She didn’t move for a long time.

Garrick watched her through the doorway and said nothing. Neither her nor Brin were particularly good with apologies, discussions of such a touchy subject, anything related to emotions, or the expressions thereof.

Juniper, who had witnessed the entire exchange, sighed. “Hot metal listens,” he murmured, quoting Brin without attribution. “People pretend they don’t.”

“She’ll fix it,” Garrick said.

“Will she?”

“She’s stubborn enough.”

“Stubbornness and repair are not the same skill, Mr. Hallow. One requires force. The other requires…” Juniper searched for the word, found it, and held it up to the light like a nail he was sorting. “Bending.”

The door opened a third time.

The bell, which was beginning to develop a Pavlovian association between its own ringing and the subsequent absence of commercial transactions, rang with diminishing enthusiasm.

Nan Sallow entered carrying a basket large enough to feed a small army, or a medium-sized collection of people who happened to be in a shop that wasn’t selling anything. Steam rose from beneath the cloth. The smell preceded her by several feet: stew, bread, cheese, and something sweet that might have been pastry or might have been Nan’s particular brand of tactical generosity, which always arrived in edible form and always carried a secondary payload of conversation, observation, and the gentle extraction of information from people who didn’t realize they were being debriefed until the bowl was empty and the secrets were out.

She set the basket on the counter, pulled back the cloth, and surveyed the room.

Her half-smile arrived at its customary position. “Well. Look at this… a full house.”

“It’s three people,” Garrick said.

“Four.” Nan nodded toward the courtyard, where Tamsin had resumed her drilling with a ferocity that suggested she was hitting something other than air. “And four people in a shop with no customers is either a support group or a committee meeting. I’ve brought enough for both.”

She produced bowls. Four of them, nested inside the basket, because Nan Sallow had looked at the sky that morning, or the tea leaves, or the general emotional weather patterns of Brackenridge, and had concluded that Garrick’s shop would contain exactly this many people at exactly this time, and had packed accordingly.

“Tamsin!” Nan called through the back doorway. “Food! And if you tell me you’re not hungry, I’ll tell Elsie, and Elsie will come down here and feed you by hand, and neither of us wants that, sweetheart.”

Tamsin appeared in the doorway, flushed, breathing hard, the wooden sword in one hand and Silver at her heel. Her eyes went to the food, then to Nan, then to Juniper, then to Garrick, and her stomach made a sound that rendered any verbal denial of hunger moot and physically impossible.

She sat on an upturned crate and accepted a bowl.

Nan divided the stew into four portions with a practiced hand. Bread tore into quarters. Cheese cut into wedges. The pastry, which turned out to be a small meat pie with a crust so golden it looked like it had been gilded by a baker who took her work personally, was quartered as well.

They ate in mostly silence.

The shop was quiet except for spoons against ceramic, bread tearing, Silver’s tail sweeping the floor in hopeful arcs, and Ash’s purring from the crate, which had increased in volume at the arrival of food the way a furnace increases in output when someone opens the damper.

“Nan,” Garrick set his spoon down. “I need customers, Nan.”

Nan chewed her bread and regarded him over the rim of her bowl. “You do.”

“The shop’s been open a week. The shelves are full. The prices are fair. The herbs are good, better than good, and I can repair anything anyone brings me. But no one’s walking through that door.”

“They’re scared of you, love.”

Garrick blinked.

“You built a cross-braced fence in four minutes. You carried an oak bed frame on one shoulder. You cleaned an eleven-month derelict in an afternoon. And you threw a plank across the entire village and put a hole in the garrison.” Nan gave him a wide smile. “People don’t bring their broken kettles to a man who can throw pine through stone. They bring their broken kettles to someone who seems like he might also have a broken kettle. You’re too…” She waved her spoon in a circle that encompassed Garrick’s shoulders, his hands, his general aura of catastrophic competence. “Much.”

Juniper nodded, slowly, his kind eyes full of gentle agreement afraid Garrick would take offense. “She’s right, insofar as rightness can be measured in social terms rather than moral ones. You are, Mr. Hallow, somewhat… intimidating. Through no fault of your own! The intimidation is entirely passive. Like a mountain. Mountains don’t try to be intimidating. They simply are, and people build roads around them rather than through them, which is, if you think about it, a compliment to the mountain but not terribly useful if the mountain is trying to sell herbs or repair kettles.”

Tamsin spoke through a mouthful of pie. “Sponsor a hunt.”

Garrick turned to her. “What?”

“A hunt. Community thing. You sponsor it, people see you doing normal village stuff, they stop thinking you’re a—” She caught herself, swallowed the pie, and revised. “They stop thinking you’re much. Nan’s word, not mine.”

Nan pointed her spoon at Tamsin. “She’s right. A sponsored hunt is the oldest trick in the frontier social playbook. New merchant, new tradesman, new family, new anyone who needs the village to trust them, you put your name on a hunt. You provide supplies, maybe a prize for the biggest catch. People eat your food, drink your drink, and by the end of the day you’re not the stranger who threw a plank. You’re the fellow who bought the ale and gave them good food.”

“A hunt,” Garrick repeated.

The word sat in his mouth and tasted strange. His frame of reference for the word hunt involved Ancient Dragons above Level 97, creatures whose wingspans blocked out the sun and whose breath weapons could vitrify a mountain range and whose hoard-guarding instincts made them the most dangerous non-demonic entities on the continent. Hunting, in Garrick’s experience, meant tracking something that could kill you across terrain that was also trying to kill you, for a duration measured in months, with a success rate measured in single digits and a survival rate that was only marginally better.

He doubted anyone in Brackenridge could fight a Level 97 Ancient Dragon.

He doubted anyone in Brackenridge had seen a Level 97 Ancient Dragon.

He doubted anyone in Brackenridge had seen anything above Level 30, except possibly Captain Varrin, who had seen something much higher than Level 30 and was currently dealing with the consequences through the medium of cookie consumption and involuntary trembling. Not that Garrick recognized that.

“What would we hunt?” Garrick asked, carefully.

Juniper clapped his hands together. The clap was bright and sudden and produced a sound so enthusiastic that Silver’s ears rotated toward it and Ash opened one eye from the crate. “Oh, this is a wonderful idea! The elk! The elk in the deep forest beyond the eastern gate! They migrate through the old growth this time of year, and they’re, insofar as the System categorizes such things, approximately Level 10. Difficult enough to provide a genuine chase, a real sense of accomplishment, but not so dangerous as to threaten life or limb. Well—” He paused, reconsidering. “Perhaps a minor limb. A toe, at most. The elk are spirited but not malicious.”

“Juniper’s right,” Nan Said. “The autumn elk run is a village tradition that’s been dormant for three years because nobody’s had the coin or the initiative to organize it. You sponsor it, you bring it back. People love a tradition, especially one they didn’t have to pay for.”

Tamsin was already on her feet, wooden sword forgotten, spring organize in her left hand from a pocket that seemed to contain an infinite supply of them. “I can finally test my training against something real! Something that fights back! Something with—”

“Antlers,” Juniper supplied. “They have very impressive antlers. Insofar as antlers can be impressive, which they can, because the Lord made antlers for a reason, and the reason is almost certainly decorative, though some theologians argue—”

“I’m in! When do we go?” Tamsin shouted enthusiastically.

Garrick stared at the three of them.

His thumb found his two fingers and pressed.

Level 10 elk. Level 10.

He had killed the Demon Lord.

He had ripped a dragon in half.

He had erased a holy order’s fortress from the map and now he was going to hunt Level 10 elk in a forest outside a frontier village, with a priest, an innkeeper, and a teenager with a wooden sword, and he was going to do it slowly and without revealing that the elk would, upon sensing his presence, experience the cervine equivalent of an existential crisis and flee so fast their hooves would leave scorch marks on the forest floor.

It would also include having to hide said presence from all of the people that tag along.

Unless he used a presence-hiding talisman.

He had several. Hundreds, in fact, ranging from Level 20 amulets that suppressed ambient aura to Level 90 artifacts that could hide him from level 98 perception artifacts. He would need one of the mid-range ones, something strong enough to mask his presence from wildlife but not so strong that it attracted attention from anyone with System-level detection capabilities.

Maybe someone in Brackenridge did, but he wasn’t quite sure if he was being honest.

It didn’t seem like it.

“Will I need to talk to Lena?” Garrick said.

Nan’s half-smile widened. “Of course you will.”

“There’s paperwork?”

“Love, this is Brackenridge. There’s paperwork for breathing. A sponsored community hunt requires an event permit, a liability waiver for all participants, a wildlife management declaration filed with the garrison, and, if you’re providing food and drink, a temporary outdoor catering license.”

Garrick’s eye twitched. “More paperwork…?”

“More paperwork,” Nan confirmed, with the serene satisfaction of a woman who had delivered bad news wrapped in good stew and considered the exchange fair.

They finished eating.

Nan gathered the bowls, stacked them in the basket with edges aligned in a way that would have earned Lena’s grudging approval, and slung the basket over her shoulder. “I’ll spread the word. Give me two days and every household in Brackenridge will know about the hunt. Three days and they’ll be arguing about who gets to come. Four days and someone will have started a betting pool on the biggest elk, and I’ll be running the book, because if anyone’s going to profit from village gambling it should be someone who reinvests in stew.”

“I’ll go talk to Brin.” Tamsin grabbed the wooden sword from the crate where she’d left it.

Garrick looked at her. “You sure?”

Her jaw tightened. The spring in her left hand turned faster. “I nicked his blade. I need to—” She stopped. The sentence hung in the air, unfinished, the way sentences hang when the ending requires more courage than the beginning. “I need to say sorry and ask him to help with the hunt. He’s good in the forest, steady.”

“Is he?”

Tamsin nodded once, sharp, the way people nod when they’ve committed to something and need the physical motion to seal the commitment before the doubt catches up. She tucked the wooden sword under her arm and walked out through the courtyard gate, Silver bounding after her for six steps before stopping at the gate’s threshold and looking back at Garrick with the agonized expression of a dog whose two favorite people were going in different directions and whose heart was being asked to perform a feat of emotional leaps it was not equipped for.

“Stay,” Garrick said.

Silver stayed and his tail drooped. His eyes tracked Tamsin up the east road until she turned the corner and vanished, and then his eyes returned to Garrick, and the tail resumed its wagging, because Garrick was still here, and Garrick being here was, as always, just enough.

Juniper gathered his canvas sack of nails, which had sat on the counter untouched throughout the meal, serving its true purpose as an excuse rather than a delivery. “I’ll volunteer as a signatory for the hunt’s safety declaration. The shrine has standing authority to guarantee community events under the Pastoral Civic Engagement clause, insofar as I’m remembering the clause correctly, which I may not be, but Lena will correct me, and being corrected by Lena is its own form of education.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“Mr. Hallow?” Juniper paused at the door. His kind eyes found Garrick’s face and held there. “The shop will find its people. Good things take time. God—” He stopped himself, smiled, and redirected. “The roof took time and now it doesn’t leak.”

He left.

Garrick sat on his stool in his empty shop.

Ash purred in the crate.

Silver pressed his nose against Garrick’s knee.

The herbs sat on the shelves, patient and unsold. The counter gleamed, the morning light fell through the window, and somewhere in the forest beyond the eastern gate, a herd of Level 10 elk grazed in blissful ignorance of the fact that they were about to become the centerpiece of a retired Demon Lord killer’s customer acquisition strategy.

“Right,” Garrick said.

He stood, locked the shop, and walked west toward the Reeve’s Office, because the hunt needed permits and the permits needed Lena and Lena needed signatures and signatures needed forms and forms needed a man who was willing to sit in a straight-backed chair and answer questions about liability waivers while a woman with ink-stained fingers and rolled sleeves decided whether his plan to hunt elk in a forest met the administrative standards of a village that regulated signage for the protection of livestock.

Silver trotted at his heel.

The sign on the Reeve’s Office still said REEVE’S OFFICE in letters visible from the afterlife.

Garrick pushed the door open.

Lena was writing. She finished her sentence, then looked up. Her pencil tapped quickly on the table. “Mr. Hallow. You have the expression of a man who is about to create paperwork.”

“I’d like to sponsor a community hunt.”

“A hunt?” Lena’s pencil stopped mid-tap. Her eyebrows performed a controlled ascent. “You, Mr. Hallow, would like to sponsor a hunt?”

“Elk. In the deep forest. Community event, open to the village.”

“And you’re aware that a sponsored community hunt requires—”

“An event permit, a liability waiver, a wildlife management declaration, and a temporary outdoor catering license. Nan told me.”

Lena’s mouth compressed into a line that might have been approval or might have been the suppression of something less professional. “Nan is… thorough.” She opened a drawer and forms emerged. They multiplied across the desk surface. “Name of sponsor.”

“Garrick Hallow.”

“Event type.”

“Community elk hunt.”

“Location.”

“Deep forest, east of the village gate.”

“Duration.”

“One day.”

“Number of participants.”

“Open. However many sign up.”

Lena’s pencil hovered. “Open participation introduces a variable liability matrix. Each participant requires an individual waiver. Each waiver requires a witnessed signature. The witness must be a person of civic standing, which in Brackenridge means myself, Father Coil, or Captain Varrin.” She paused. “Captain Varrin is unlikely to volunteer for additional interaction with you.”

“Father Coil has already offered.”

“Has he?” Lena wrote something on the form.

Garrick read it upside down: Safety guarantor: Fr. J. Coil (Shrine authority, Pastoral Civic Engagement clause — verify).

The door opened behind them.

The bell, which Lena’s office did not have because Lena’s office did not require a bell to announce visitors since Lena’s awareness of approaching humans operated on a frequency that preceded physical arrival, was unnecessary. Lena looked up before the door had finished opening.

Juniper entered, slightly out of breath, robes flapping. “I’m here! To sign! As guarantor! For the hunt! Insofar as my authority extends to—”

“Sit down, Father.” Lena pointed at the second chair, which she had produced from somewhere behind the filing cabinet. “Your authority extends precisely as far as I decide it extends, and today I am feeling generous.”

Juniper sat and beamed with a giant smile.

Lena slid a form across the desk. “Safety guarantor declaration. You are attesting, under your pastoral authority, that the proposed hunt will be conducted with due regard for the physical welfare of all participants, that appropriate precautions will be taken against wildlife-related injury, and that you accept co-liability for any incident resulting in harm, property damage, or—” she glanced at Garrick, “—the airborne displacement of building materials.”

“I accept! Wholeheartedly! The Lord smiles upon community endeavor, and—”

“Sign here, Father.”

Juniper signed with a flourish that turned his name into something closer to calligraphy than signature, a looping, generous script that took up twice the space allocated and spilled into the margin with exuberance.

The door opened again.

Tamsin stepped inside. Her cheeks were flushed and her breathing was fast and the spring in her left hand was turning at a rate that suggested her conversation with Brin had either gone very well or very badly, and the flush could have been either triumph or the residual heat of emotional confrontation.

She saw Lena and then the forms. She stepped forward. “I want to sign up for the hunt. As a participant.”

Lena looked at Tamsin for long.

It began at Tamsin’s ink-stained fingers and traveled upward through the burn mark on her cuff, the twine in her hair, the wooden sword under her arm, the spring in her hand, and arrived at her face, where it settled with the weight of a woman who had been eighteen once and remembered what it felt like to want things so badly that wanting became a kind of fuel.

Lena’s pencil started to tap again. “The participant waiver requires a signature from a legal guardian or, in the absence thereof, a sponsoring adult of civic standing.” Lena’s voice carried no warmth and no coldness. “You are eighteen, Miss Pike, which makes you a legal adult under frontier statute. You may sign your own waiver.” She slid a form across the desk. “However–”

Tamsin’s hand, reaching for the form, froze.

“–The hunt involves wildlife classified at Level 10 by the System. Participation requires either demonstrated combat experience or a co-signed endorsement from a participant of Level 15 or above.” Lena folded her hands. “Do you have demonstrated combat experience?”

“I’ve been training—”

“Training is not experience. Training is preparation for experience. They are adjacent categories, not identical ones.” Lena’s glasses caught the light. “Do you have a co-signed endorsement?”

Tamsin’s jaw worked. Her eyes flicked to Garrick.

Garrick said nothing because the space between a young person and the bureaucratic obstacle standing between them and the thing they wanted was a space that the young person needed to navigate themselves, and because Lena was right. Not to mention if he exposed his level there would be other more serious matters to deal with that did not involve an eighteen year old trying to go hunting.

Status -

Name: Harrick Gallow (Garrick Hallow)

Level: 105

…

…

…

No, he could not help her out in this situation unfortunately.

Tamsin’s shoulders sagged.

Lena watched the drop and it made her pencil tap slower. “Mr. Hallow is the event sponsor. His endorsement would satisfy the requirement.” Lena’s eyes moved to Garrick. “If he chooses to provide it.”

Garrick looked at Tamsin.

Tamsin looked back; the spring had stopped turning.

I don’t have to show my status page?

“I’ll endorse her with a signature,” Garrick said.

Tamsin’s shoulders came back up and the spring resumed.

Lena produced an endorsement form, which Garrick signed, and a participant waiver, which Tamsin signed with handwriting that was fast and angular and nothing like Juniper’s calligraphy, and a secondary liability rider that Lena had apparently invented in the last thirty seconds to cover the specific contingency of a teenager with a wooden sword participating in a hunt alongside a man whose strength parameters had been described by a military officer as “inconsistent with human-generated force.”

Lena stamped everything and came down in a sequence: thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk.

Four stamps and forms. Four steps closer to a hunt that would, if everything went according to plan, result in Garrick Hallow becoming the kind of man that Brackenridge brought its broken kettles to.

“The event permit is approved,” Lena said. “Provisionally. I will require a final participant list forty-eight hours before the event date. The wildlife management declaration must be co-filed with the garrison, which means Captain Varrin will need to sign it, which means—” She paused, and something behind her eyes shifted, a flicker of the amusement she kept locked in a drawer marked not for public display. “Which means you will need to visit the garrison.”

Garrick’s thumb pressed against his two fingers. “Nan will handle word of mouth,” he said. “Tamsin, you said you’d talk to Brin?”

Tamsin nodded. The flush on her cheeks had settled into something steadier. “I talked to him. I said sorry. For the sword and the edge.” She swallowed. “He didn’t say anything for a long time. Then he said, ‘Apologies are like quenching. You only get one chance to do it right.’ Then he said he’d come on the hunt.”

Juniper’s face broke into a smile so wide it threatened his ears. “Wonderful! Brin in the forest! He’ll be magnificent. Steady as an anvil. Quiet as—well, as Brin.”

Lena gathered the forms, aligned their edges, and filed them. The HALLOW, G. folder accepted its newest additions with the resigned patience of a folder that had started thin and was becoming a novel.

“Forty-eight hours, Mr. Hallow. Participant list, on my desk, and Mr. Hallow?”

He paused at the door.

“If any elk are harmed by airborne lumber, the paperwork will be extraordinary.”

Garrick stepped outside into the afternoon sun.

Silver surged to his feet, tail going, nose to knee, and eyes asking.

Juniper emerged behind him, robes flapping, already composing a blessing for the hunt that he would offer and that Garrick would decline and that Juniper would accept the decline of with grace and only a small amount of visible disappointment.

Tamsin came out last.

She looked up the road toward the smithy, where Brin was waiting, and where the distance between a nicked blade and a forgiven one was shorter than it had been that morning.

“Right,” Garrick said, to no one and everyone. “We’re going hunting.”

Silver’s tail reached a velocity that suggested the word hunting had been added to his vocabulary alongside walk, food, and Garrick, in the pantheon of words that made the universe worth inhabiting.

Ash, back at the shop, opened one eye in the crate, assessed the empty premises, found them satisfactory, and went back to sleep.

The bell above the door hung motionless.

It would ring again soon.

Garrick was going to make sure of it.
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Chapter 11: The Elk Equation

The days between the permit stamps and the hunt itself passed with a fever-like haste that seizes small communities when someone gives them permission to do something exciting in a place where exciting things are generally limited to weather, goats, airborne lumber, and the occasional rumor that the well was haunted.

Brackenridge prepared the way frontier towns prepare for anything, which is to say with a level of logistical commitment that would have impressed a military quartermaster if the military quartermaster in question hadn’t been Captain Rusk Varrin, who was impressed by nothing except sock and cookies deliveries and terrified of everything except admitting he was terrified.

Garrick spent the two days handling a stream of visitors that was, ironically, larger than any stream of customers his shop had produced in its entire commercial existence.

People came to sign waivers.

People came to ask about the route.

People came to ask whether the elk were dangerous, and if so, how dangerous, and if very dangerous, whether there would be food afterwards became acceptable if it concluded with a meal.

Nan spread the word.

By the end of the first day, every household in Brackenridge knew about the hunt.

By the end of the second day, they were arguing about it.

By the morning of the third day, a betting pool had materialized in the common room of the Sallow’s Rest with the spontaneous, inevitable force of mushrooms appearing after rain, and Nan was behind the bar with a ledger, a pencil, stained fingers, and the half-smile of a woman who had found her natural habitat.

The participant list, submitted to Lena’s desk with four hours to spare, contained twenty-three names.

Most were observers, supporters, and people who intended to walk into the forest, stand around, eat something, and walk back while claiming they had participated. The actual hunters, the ones who had signed the combat-adjacent liability riders, the wildlife engagement declarations, and the supplementary form that Lena had titled, with what Garrick suspected was deliberate poetry, Acknowledgment of Antler-Related Risk, numbered six.

Garrick was one, obviously, because he was the sponsor and because refusing to participate in his own hunt would have raised questions he preferred to leave unraised.

Brin Hobb was two, carrying an axe that he had forged himself and which he held with an easy, balanced grip.

Captain Rusk Varrin was three, which had surprised everyone except Garrick, who understood that Varrin’s decision to participate was less about elk and more about maintaining proximity to a threat he couldn’t outrun, on the theory that standing next to the avalanche was marginally safer than standing in front of it. The captain had signed his waiver with handwriting so controlled it looked printed by a mana scribe, and his hand had trembled only twice, both times when the pen crossed a line that brought his signature within three inches of Garrick’s on the same page.

Tamsin Pike was four, wooden sword strapped across her back with a leather belt she’d borrowed from Brin.

And five and six were strangers.

They had arrived in Brackenridge two days before the hunt on horses that were better fed than most of the village’s children, wearing armor that had been polished recently enough to catch the sun and scarred deeply enough to prove the polish was cosmetic rather than preventative. They carried themselves with the loose, rolling gait of people who spent more time on roads than in rooms, and they had the eyes. The ones that moved across a new town the way a buyer moves across a market stall, assessing value, threat, and opportunity in a single sweep.

Adventurers.

The System tagged them before Garrick could stop it, blue text flickering at the edge of his vision with a cheerful, unsolicited helpfulness.

Kellan Marsh — Ranger — Level 29

Doria Flint — Fighter — Level 28

Garrick dismissed the text.

Kellan was tall, lean, and carried a longbow across his back that had been strung with a material Garrick recognized as wyvern gut. That was expensive, durable, and available only to people who had either killed a wyvern or knew someone who had and were comfortable with the markup. His face had a tanned, angular look.

Doria was shorter, broader, and built along lines that suggested she had been assembled from the same materials as Brin Hobb but with a different blueprint. She wore a short sword on each hip and moved with a coiled, ready energy.

They had heard about the hunt from a trader on the north road and had ridden south specifically to participate, because adventurers, as a species, were drawn to organized violence the way moths were drawn to flames, except that moths at least had the excuse of poor navigation, whereas adventurers chose the flame deliberately and then complained about the heat.

Garrick had signed their waivers himself.

Kellan had looked at the waiver and then at Garrick, and said, “Bit formal for an elk hunt, isn’t it?”

“Brackenridge takes its paperwork seriously.”

“I can see that. Is the bit about antler-related risk a joke?”

“Nothing on that form is a joke. The woman who wrote it doesn’t make jokes. She makes categories of catastrophes that occurred already.”

Kellan had signed. Doria had signed. They had both paid the two-copper participation fee, which went into a fund that Garrick was using to purchase ale, bread, cheese, and a roasted sheep from Elsie’s bakery, because Elsie had informed him that a community event without a roasted sheep was “a meeting with trees” and that she would not be associated with meetings that lacked adequate mutton.

The morning of the hunt arrived with the kind of sky that painters spent careers trying to capture and never quite managed, because the sky had better materials and more practice.

Blue from horizon to horizon, interrupted only by clouds so white and so perfectly shaped that they looked like they had been placed there by a set designer who understood that autumn mornings on the frontier required a specific aesthetic and was not prepared to compromise.

The gathering point was the eastern gate, where the main road left the village and became a dirt track that wound through wheat fields, past a line of old oaks, and into the deep forest that covered the foothills like a green, ancient, and moderately dangerous blanket.

Garrick arrived first out of habit.

Silver trotted at his heel, vibrating at a frequency that suggested the dog had somehow learned the word forest overnight and had added it to his personal lexicon of transcendent experiences alongside walk, food, Garrick, and leaf.

Ash had remained at the shop.

Ash had been invited, in the sense that Garrick had opened the door and gestured toward the outside world, and Ash had looked at the door, looked at the outside world, looked at Garrick, and returned to the crate with a finality that communicated, in the universal language of cats, that forests were a concept designed for lesser species and that the crate would be here when Garrick returned, assuming Garrick deserved to return, which the cat would evaluate on a case-by-case basis.

The village arrived in stages.

Farmers came with their families. Children came in packs. Elsie came with a cart that contained the roasted sheep, fourteen loaves of bread, a wheel of cheese the size of a wagon wheel, and a barrel of fruit juice that she had sourced from a brewer in the next valley and which she described as “drinkable, mostly, if you don’t think about it too hard.”

Juniper came in his patched robes, carrying a walking stick that he had blessed, which meant it would probably snap at the worst possible moment, and a small leather-bound book of prayers that he intended to read over the elk after they were killed, because God, insofar as Juniper understood their preferences, appreciated it when people said thank you to the things they ate.

Brin came with his axe.

Tamsin came with her wooden sword.

Varrin came in full uniform, boots polished to a mirror shine that reflected the morning sky, gloves on, jaw set, and eyes performing their horizon sweep which had increased from every few minutes to every thirty seconds since learning that Garrick Hallow would be present and carrying a weapon.

Even if said weapon was a hunting bow that Garrick had purchased from the dry-goods store for twelve coppers and which was, by any objective measure, the least dangerous object Garrick had ever held.

The adventurers came last.

Kellan and Doria rode up to the gate on their well-fed horses, dismounted with practiced ease.

Kellan’s longbow was already strung.

Doria’s short swords hung at her hips, oiled and ready.

“Quite the turnout,” Kellan said, scanning the crowd. “…for elk.”

“It’s a community event,” Garrick said.

“Right… community…” Kellan’s eyes found Garrick and lingered there for a moment longer than casual assessment required. His gaze dropped to Garrick’s hands, moved to his shoulders, tracked the way Garrick’s weight sat on his feet, and returned to his face. “You hunt much?”

“When I need to.”

“Mm.” Kellan adjusted his bowstring. “Should be fun, then.”

Doria said nothing because she was looking at the forest the way Garrick looked at buildings. She was busy reading the structure, the load-bearing elements, the places where things could go wrong and the places where things could go right, and filing all of it into a mental cabinet that would become, when the hunt began, a tactical map drawn in instinct and experience.

Nan Sallow materialized beside the ale barrel.

She had not walked to the ale barrel and had not approached the ale barrel. She had simply been elsewhere and then been here.

She produced a ledger from her apron.

It was small, leather-bound, and filled with columns of names and numbers written in Nan’s flowing script. She opened it on the barrel’s flat top and uncapped an inkwell that she had brought in her pocket, because Nan Sallow did not go anywhere without the tools of her trade, and her trade, at this moment, was gambling.

“Right then,” she said, her half-smile reaching operational deployment. “Who wants to put money on the biggest elk? I’m offering three-to-one on the adventurers, five-to-one on Brin, eight-to-one on the captain, and—” she glanced at Tamsin, performed a rapid calculation that factored in age, level, weapon type, and the specific coefficient of teenage stubbornness, “—twenty-to-one on young Miss Pike.”

“What about Mr. Hallow?” someone called from the crowd.

Nan’s pencil hovered and her eyes found Garrick across the gathering. The half-smile acquired a depth that suggested she was running numbers that the ledger couldn’t contain. “Mr. Hallow is the sponsor. Sponsors don’t compete. It’s in the bylaws.”

“It’s not in the bylaws,” Garrick said.

“It’s in my bylaws.” Nan tapped the ledger. “House rules. Now, who’s first? Two coppers minimum, ten silver maximum, and I take a modest commission that I will not be disclosing because disclosure ruins the magic.”

Copper coins began appearing on the barrel top with an eager, clinking enthusiasm.

Nan’s pencil moved cataloging names, amounts, and odds.

The ledger filled quickly.

The crowd pressed closer and voices overlapped. Arguments about elk size, hunter skill, levels, and the relative merits of axes versus bows versus short swords versus wooden training weapons filled the morning air with the happy, contentious noise of people who were, for the first time in longer than most of them could remember, excited about something that wasn’t a crisis.

Nan’s half-smile widened and her pencil moved faster.

The coins accumulated in a pouch that was looking to be overburdened already. Nan pulled out a second pouch.

A sudden silencing over took the entire crowd as the edges turned and looking.

Nan never noticed, to happy to count coin.

And then said crowed parted like a wave as a person walked through with unmistakable authority.

Lena Quill paused directly before Nan’s table, who had yet to look up. Her bun was tidy and sleeves were rolled to the exact same height. Her glasses caught the morning sun and threw two small rectangles of light across the faces of the nearest bystanders, who flinched as though the light itself carried administrative weight.

She carried five folders.

Each one was approximately the thickness of a grown man’s forearm, stuffed with paper, tabbed with colored markers, and bound with string that had been tied in knots so precise they could have been used as a unit of measurement. She carried them stacked against her chest, chin resting on the top folder’s edge.

Nan was still talking and never looked up. “–3 silver for Tamsin… You get–”

She smacked the folders down on the barrel top making Nan jump.

They landed with a sound that was less thud and more verdict. The stack displaced Nan’s inkwell, which slid sideways and was caught by Nan’s left hand without Nan looking at it.

Lena looked at the ledger, the coins, gave the crowd one more glare, and then looked back at Nan.

Nan looked back with a half-smile that held its position, but its edges had acquired the slight, careful tension of a flag that has noticed the wind changing direction.

“Nenna Swallow,” Lena said.

The crowd gasped at the full legal name. Several people in the crowd took a half-step backward. A child grabbed its mother’s hand. Somewhere in the distance, a bird stopped singing, reconsidered its life choices, and relocated to a tree that was further from the administrative blast radius.

“Lena,” Nan replied. “Lovely morning.. A-Are those for me?”

“These,” Lena said, placing one hand flat on the top folder, “are the regulatory requirements for operating a licensed gambling enterprise within the municipal boundaries of Brackenridge, as defined by the Frontier Commerce Act, the Village Recreational Activities Ordinance, and three supplementary bylaws that I authored personally after the incident at last year’s harvest fair involving Corden’s daughter, a game of dice, and a dispute over a cow that I will not revisit because the cow’s mental health is still a sensitive subject.”

Nan’s pencil had stopped moving.

“Folder one,” Lena continued, tapping the stack, “contains the gambling license application, which requires a background check on the operator, a financial disclosure statement, a surety bond of no less than five gold crowns, and a character reference from two persons of civic standing, neither of whom may be related to the operator by blood, marriage, or shared commercial interest.”

She moved her hand to the second folder.

“Folder two contains the odds-setting compliance framework. All odds offered to the public must be calculated using an approved methodology, documented in writing, and submitted for review to the Reeve’s Office no less than seventy-two hours before the first wager is accepted. The methodology must account for participant level, equipment grade, environmental variables, and—” Lena’s glasses caught the light again, “—the statistical likelihood of divine intervention, which is listed as a variable because Father Coil is participating and his blessings have a documented history of producing outcomes that defy actuarial modeling.”

Juniper, standing near the back of the crowd, opened his mouth, thought better of what he wanted to say and snapped his jaw shut. He looked at his walking stick as though it might offer guidance.

The walking stick offered nothing.

It was a stick.

“Folder three,” Lena said, “is the participant protection protocol. Any person placing a wager must be provided with a written disclosure of the risks of gambling, a cooling-off period of no less than one hour between placing a wager and the commencement of the event, and access to a dispute resolution process that culminates, if necessary, in a formal hearing before the Reeve’s Office, which is to say, before me, in my office, at a time of my choosing, with documentation.”

She tapped the fourth folder.

“Tax implications. All gambling revenue is subject to the recreational enterprise levy, which is fourteen percent of gross receipts, filed quarterly, with supporting documentation including but not limited to: total wagers received, total payouts disbursed, operator commission retained, and a reconciliation statement that balances to the copper.”

The fifth folder sat at the bottom of the stack like a foundation stone.

“And folder five,” Lena said, “is the appeals process. For when you inevitably disagree with folders one through four.”

Nan stared at the stack.

The stack stared back, five forearm-thick folders of regulatory architecture assembled by a Lena Quill.

Nan’s half-smile performed a slow, controlled descent into a line. She closed her ledger and capped her inkwell. Then gathered the coins from the barrel top and returned them to their owners with brisk, efficient movements. “For the record,” Nan said, tucking the ledger into her apron, “I was providing a community service.”

Lena adjusted her glasses. “For the record… community services require permits. I have the form, if you’d like to apply.”

“I would not.”

“Noted.” Lena gathered her five folders, restacked them against her chest, and turned to face the crowd. Her eyes swept the assembled villagers, hunters, children, farmers, adventurers, and one priest with a blessed walking stick, and her expression settled.

“I will be observing,” she announced. “For compliance purposes.”

She found a position on a stone wall near the gate, sat down, placed the folders beside her, and produced a pencil and a fresh sheet of paper from her sleeve with a smooth, practiced motion.

Garrick caught Nan’s eye across the crowd.

Nan’s half-smile resurfaced. She shrugged with her whole body, a gesture that started at her silver hair and ended at her boots. “Another day, Mr. Hallow. The odds were good, though. You’d have made me rich… anyway.”

The hunt began at nine o’clock, marked by the shrine bell ringing once, which Juniper had arranged, and which produced a clear, bright note that rolled across the wheat fields and into the forest and probably startled every elk within a mile into a state of heightened alertness that would make the next several hours considerably more difficult for everyone involved.

Garrick had activated a presence-suppression talisman before leaving the shop.

It was a Level 97 artifact, a small iron disc on a leather cord that he wore beneath his shirt, and it dampened his ambient aura to a level roughly equivalent to a man of Level 15, which was high enough to seem competent and low enough to seem unremarkable. The talisman also suppressed the passive intimidation effect that his attributes generated, which meant that for the first time since arriving in Brackenridge, the people standing near him did not experience the subconscious urge to check the exits.

Silver noticed the difference immediately.

The dog had been trotting at Garrick’s heel with his usual devotion, and when the talisman activated, Silver stopped, sniffed the air, sniffed Garrick’s leg, sniffed the air again, and then looked up at Garrick with an expression that contained, in its brown-gold depths, the canine equivalent of you smell less like you and I need you to explain this immediately or I will be concerned.

“It’s fine,” Garrick murmured.

Silver’s tail wagged once, uncertainly, and then resumed its normal rhythm, because Garrick had said it was fine and Garrick’s word was, in Silver’s cosmology, the foundational axiom upon which all other truths were built.

The hunters entered the forest in a loose group that separated almost immediately.

Kellan vanished into the tree line first, moving with the fluid, silent gait of a Level 29 Ranger who had spent years learning to make the forest forget he was there. One moment he was walking beside Doria, adjusting his bowstring. The next moment the undergrowth had swallowed him and the only evidence of his passage was a faint disturbance in the leaf litter that was already settling back into place.

Doria went north. She picked her path with care, testing each footfall.

Brin went east without announcing his departure. He simply walked into the trees and the trees accepted him.

Varrin went southeast, moving with military precision along a game trail that he had, Garrick suspected, scouted the previous day.

Tamsin went last.

She stood at the forest’s edge for a long moment, wooden sword across her back, spring turning in her pocket, staring into the green depth with the expression of someone standing at the edge of a swimming hole, knowing the water was cold, the jump was necessary, and trying to locate the specific nerve that would carry the signal from wanting to doing.

Silver pressed his nose against her knee.

Tamsin looked down at the dog, then at Garrick, then at the forest.

“Any advice?” she asked.

“Stay downwind and move slow. Listen more than you look.”

“That’s it?”

“The elk are Level 10. You’re Level 7. The odds aren’t in your favor.”

“Odds are a theory. I’m a person.”

“The odds are a fact. You’re a stubborn person. There’s a difference, and the difference has antlers.”

Tamsin’s jaw tightened. She turned and walked into the forest, and the undergrowth closed behind her, and Silver whined once and looked at Garrick and Garrick said “Go” and Silver bolted after her with the joyful, bounding energy of a dog who had been given permission to do the thing he wanted most, which was to be near a person he loved in a place that smelled interesting.

Garrick entered the forest alone.

The deep forest east of Brackenridge was old growth, the kind of forest that had been growing since before the village existed and would continue growing after the village was gone and had been replaced by whatever came next, which, given the frontier’s track record, would probably be a different village with different people and the same leaking roofs. The trees were oak and beech and hornbeam, their trunks wide enough that two men couldn’t link arms around them, their canopy so dense that the morning sun filtered through in shafts and columns that turned the forest floor into a cathedral of green light and brown shadow.

The elk were here.

Garrick could feel them the way he could feel everything in a radius that his Perception attribute defined and his conscious mind tried very hard to ignore. Fourteen elk, spread across a half-mile of forest, grazing on the undergrowth and the fallen mast of beech nuts that carpeted the ground. The largest was a bull with a rack of antlers that spread four feet from tip to tip, and it stood in a clearing approximately six hundred yards northeast, chewing with the slow, ruminative patience of a creature that had no natural predators in this forest and knew it.

Level 10, almost all of them.

The bull was Level 12, which made it the most dangerous animal in the immediate area by a comfortable margin, assuming you didn’t count Garrick, which you shouldn’t, because counting Garrick in any assessment of local threat levels was like including the ocean in a survey of puddles.

He moved through the trees at the pace of a man who was hunting and not at the pace of a man who could have walked to the elk, picked one up, and carried it back to the village in the time it took Juniper to finish a sentence. He stepped over roots. He ducked under branches. He paused to read tracks in the soft earth, tracks he could have read from the village if he’d wanted to, and he made a show of studying them with furrowed brow and careful attention, because this was what hunters did and he was a hunter today and hunters furrowed their brows at tracks.

The forest was quiet around him.

The talisman worked. Birds sang in the canopy above. A squirrel ran along a branch ten feet from his head and didn’t flinch. A rabbit emerged from a burrow, saw him, assessed him as a Level 15 threat, decided this was manageable, and continued about its business with the studied nonchalance of a creature that had survived this long by knowing exactly how afraid to be of everything and calibrating its response accordingly.

Garrick found a position overlooking a game trail and settled in to wait.

He did exactly that because waiting was what hunters did.

He also waited because the elk needed time to present themselves to the other hunters, who were spread across the forest in various states of readiness, skill, and, in Tamsin’s case, optimistic overcommitment.

And because the hunt was not about him killing an elk. The hunt was about Brackenridge seeing him participate in something normal, communal, and that involved trees and animals and shared effort and the ancient bonding ritual of humans going into a forest together and coming out carrying dinner.

An hour passed.

Then two.

The forest breathed around him. Leaves rustled. A woodpecker hammered at a dead oak with a focused, repetitive energy. Somewhere to the north, a branch snapped, which was either Doria moving through the undergrowth or a deer stepping on deadfall, and the difference between the two was a matter of weight distribution that Garrick could calculate from the sound alone but chose not to because calculating things from sound alone was not something Level 15 hunters did.

The first kill came from the west.

Garrick heard the bow release before he heard the impact. A clean, sharp thwip of wyvern-gut string followed by the meaty thock of a broad head finding its mark. The elk, a cow, approximately eight hundred pounds, Level 10, died quickly. Kellan’s aim was precise and his arrow placement was textbook, behind the shoulder, through the lung, and the animal was down before it understood what had happened.

Garrick heard Kellan’s boots on the forest floor as the ranger approached his kill. He heard the knife come out and the field dressing begin.

Professional, quick, clean, and Level 29 doing Level 29 work.

The crowd at the forest’s edge heard nothing, because the crowd was three-quarters of a mile away and human ears at Levels ranging from 3 to 14 did not pick up bow releases at that distance. They heard the horn.

Kellan carried a signal horn on his belt, and he blew it once, a single clear note that rolled through the trees and reached the gathering point, where it produced a cheer so immediate and so enthusiastic that it startled Elsie’s roasted sheep, which was already dead and therefore startled only in the metaphorical sense of being jostled on its spit by the vibration of twenty-three people shouting at once.

Kellan emerged from the tree line forty minutes later, the elk slung across his shoulders in a carry that spoke of long practice and a back that had been doing this for years. He walked into the clearing where the crowd waited and set the animal down on the grass with a controlled drop that was half showmanship and half genuine fatigue, because a eight-hundred-pound elk across a quarter-mile of forest floor was work even for a Level 29.

The crowd cheered again.

Children surged forward, farmers clapped, broad head began slicing bread, and Nan, deprived of her gambling operation, had redirected her energies into commentary, providing a running narration of the hunt’s progress to anyone within earshot, which was everyone.

“First blood to the ranger! Good size, that one. Clean kill and professional. Not the biggest I’ve seen, mind you, but respectable. Very respectable… anyway.”

Kellan accepted a mug of fruit juice from Elsie, drank half of it in one pull, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes moved across the crowd.

The second horn came an hour later.

Doria’s elk was smaller. She knew it before she cleared the tree line, and her face communicated this knowledge with the compressed, simmering displeasure of a woman who had done her job well and been rewarded with an animal that was, by the cruel truth of competitive hunting, insufficient.

She set the elk down beside Kellan’s.

The size difference was visible from thirty yards. Kellan’s cow was broad and heavy, a mature animal in its prime. Doria’s was younger, leaner, perhaps a hundred pounds lighter, with a rack that was still growing and antlers that hadn’t yet achieved the spread that would have made them impressive.

Doria looked at the two elk side by side.

Then looked at Kellan.

Kellan’s expression was carefully and diplomatically neutral.

“Don’t,” Doria said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face said it.”

“My face is neutral.”

“Your face is smug. There’s a difference, and the difference is that I can reach your kidneys from here.”

Kellan’s neutrality intensified. He drank his ale. Doria accepted her own mug from Elsie, drained it completely, and held it out for a refill with a wordless authority.

The crowd settled into the rhythm of a community event that has reached its middle act. Food was consumed. Ale was drunk. Children played in the grass. Juniper blessed the two elk with a short prayer that he delivered with genuine warmth and only a minor theological digression about the relationship between gratitude and antler symmetry. Lena sat on her wall, pencil moving across paper, documenting everything with a serene, relentless.

Tamsin and Silver had not returned.

Garrick tracked them both through the forest with his Perception, a background process that ran continuously and without effort, the way a person tracks the position of their own hands. Tamsin was a quarter-mile into the deep forest, moving slowly, stopping often, crouching behind fallen logs and peering through undergrowth at elk that were, uniformly and without exception, faster than her, stronger than her, and three levels above her, which in System terms meant the gap between her capabilities and theirs was the gap between a strong breeze and a gale.

She hadn’t given up though.

She was circling a young bull, trying to get downwind, close the distance, and find the angle that would let her wooden sword, which was a training weapon and not a hunting weapon and which would require her to get within arm’s reach of an animal that could crush her ribcage with a kick, become relevant.

Silver was helping.

In the way that Silver helped with everything, which was to say enthusiastically, loyally, and with a complete absence of tactical awareness that turned every attempt at stealth into a comedy of errors. The dog crept when Tamsin crept, froze when Tamsin froze, and then, at the precise moment when Tamsin had achieved something approaching a viable approach angle, Silver’s tail would begin wagging, because Silver’s tail operated on an autonomous nervous system that responded to excitement without consulting the rest of the dog, and the wagging would rustle the undergrowth, and the elk would bolt, and Tamsin would say a word that the forest absorbed without comment.

She would not catch an elk today.

She probably knew this.

She was still trying, though.

Garrick turned his attention elsewhere, because watching Tamsin fail was harder than he’d expected and because the other two hunters were approaching from the east, and what they were approaching with was about to make the afternoon considerably more interesting.

The third and fourth horns sounded within seconds of each other.

Two notes, overlapping, one from the southeast and one from the east, blending into a chord that rolled across the fields and hit the crowd like a double punch. The cheering started before the hunters were visible, because two horns meant two elk, and two elk meant the competition had just doubled, and the crowd’s enthusiasm had been building for two hours on a diet of fruit juice, bread, and Nan’s commentary, and it was ready to detonate.

Brin Hobb emerged from the tree line first. He walked out of the forest slowly and steadily. He carried the elk across his shoulders.

It was a bull.

A big bull.

The rack alone spread three and a half feet from tip to tip, twelve points of polished bone that caught the afternoon sun and threw small shadows across Brin’s broad back. The body was heavy, muscled, the deep chest and thick neck of a mature animal that had survived multiple seasons and multiple predators and had been, until approximately ninety minutes ago, the undisputed monarch of its particular stretch of forest.

Brin and Varrin had gone further than the area Garrick had surveyed it seemed.

The crowd went quiet, a reverent silence that descends when something impressive arrives and the appropriate response hasn’t been decided yet. Farmers stopped chewing. Children stopped running. Elsie’s bread knife paused mid-slice. Nan’s commentary, which had been running continuously since the hunt began like a river that had forgotten how to stop, dried up.

Brin set the elk down on the grass beside the other two.

The size difference was not subtle. Kellan’s cow looked like a pony next to Brin’s bull. Doria’s younger elk looked like a large dog. Brin’s bull occupied the ground with the sprawling, undeniable presence of an animal that had been very, very alive and was now very, very dead and was, even in death, making a statement about scale.

Kellan looked at the bull and his diplomatic neutrality cracked along one edge, revealing something underneath that was equal parts respect and the sourness of a man who has been professionally outperformed by an amateur.

Doria looked at the bull, looked at her own elk, and drained her third mug.

Then Varrin emerged from the tree line.

Captain Rusk Varrin walked out of the forest in his immaculate uniform, boots somehow still polished despite multiple hours of forest floor, gloves on, jaw set, and across his shoulders lay an elk that made the crowd’s newly established quiet go even quieter, which shouldn’t have been possible but was, because the elk on Varrin’s shoulders was, by any visual assessment available to the naked eye, exactly the same size as Brin’s.

Exactly..

Identically.

Varrin set his elk down beside Brin’s and the two bulls lay on the grass side by side like twins separated at birth and reunited in death. Same spread of antler. Same depth of chest. Same thickness of neck. Same twelve points on the rack, arranged in the same configuration, curving at the same angles, terminating at the same distance from the skull.

The crowd stared.

Brin stared.

Varrin stared.

Brin looked at his elk, then back at Varrin’s elk. His mouth did the thing that was either a smile or the preliminary stages of one, and then it went past the preliminary stages and arrived at a full, genuine, unmistakable grin, which was so rare an event that Tamsin, had she been present, would have marked it on a calendar.

Varrin did the same assessment as Brin. His gloved hand came up and adjusted his left glove, finger by finger, the way he always did when his brain was processing information it hadn’t prepared for. His jaw worked.

“Noted,” Varrin said.

Nan recovered first.

She pushed through the crowd, ledger organize in her hand from whatever pocket dimension innkeepers stored their stationery in, and dropped to her knees between the two bulls. She produced a length of knotted string from her apron, the kind used for measuring fabric, and stretched it along the first elk from nose to tail.

She moved to the second elk and stretched the string again.

She looked at the string and at the elks.

She measured again, slower, pulling the string taut, pressing it against the fur, counting knots with her lips moving.

She sat back on her heels.

“Well,” she said, and her half-smile returned to full operational capacity, wider than Garrick had ever seen it, wide enough to reach her eyes and the crow’s feet beyond them and the silver hair above them. “Well, well, well.”

She looked up at Brin and Varrin, who stood on opposite sides of their respective elk like seconds at a duel that had ended in the most improbable draw in the history of competitive ungulate acquisition.

“To the inch, gentlemen.” Nan held up the string. “To the inch.”

The crowd erupted.

The argument about the elk had reached the stage where reasonable men abandon reason and begin pointing at antlers.

Brin stood over his bull with his arms crossed and his jaw set.

Varrin stood over his bull in an identical posture, except that his gloves were on and his boots were polished and his jaw was set at a slightly different angle that communicated the same thing but with military formatting.

“The left brow tine,” Varrin said, pointing. “Mine curves outward by a quarter inch more than yours. That’s mass. Mass is weight. Weight is size.”

Brin looked at the brow tine then his own elk’s brow tine. “Curve isn’t mass.”

“Curve implies mass. A wider curve requires more bone density to support the—”

“Curve implies curve.” Brin picked up a stick from the ground, held it at arm’s length, and sighted along it like a carpenter checking a beam. “Your elk’s left haunch is narrower by a finger’s width, that’s less meat. Less meat is less elk.”

“The haunch is irrelevant. We’re measuring total length, nose to tail, and the antler spread is—”

“You want to measure antler spread now? We started with body length.”

“Body length was Nan’s metric. I’m proposing a supplementary—”

“You’re proposing a supplementary metric because you’re losing the primary one.”

Varrin’s left eye twitched. “I am not losing! The measurement was identical. I am suggesting a tiebreaker.”

“Tiebreakers are for people who can’t accept a tie.” Brin smiled.

Nan, who had been kneeling between the two elk with her measuring string and the expression of a gladiator referee who had been asked to judge a poetry contest, looked up at both of them. “Gentlemen. I have measured twice and the measurements are identical. If you’d like a third measurement, you’ll need to ask someone with more patience than me, and I should warn you that person does not exist in this village or any adjacent village or, frankly, on this continent.”

“A third measurement,” Varrin said immediately.

Brin nodded once.

Nan sighed, she had offered an escape route and watched two grown men walk past it and into the swamp. She turned and scanned the crowd until her eyes found the one person in Brackenridge whose measurements no one would dare dispute. “Lena!”

Lena Quill looked up from her wall. Her pencil stopped and glasses caught the light.

“They want a third measurement.”

Lena’s expression did not change, which was itself a change, because the absence of any visible reaction from a woman who reacted to everything with calibrated precision was the equivalent of another person throwing a chair. She set her pencil down and gathered her paper. She then descended from the wall with a controlled, deliberate movement.

She walked to the elk.

And then produced her own measuring cord from her sleeve, because Lena Quill carried measuring implements the way other people carried handkerchiefs, and she stretched it along Brin’s bull from the tip of the nose to the base of the tail with an accuracy that made Nan’s measurement look like a rough sketch.

She moved to Varrin’s bull and repeated the process.

She stood, looked at the cord, and then at both men.

“Identical,” she said. “To the quarter inch. Which I could have told you from the wall, because I measured them visually when they were set down, and my visual estimates have a margin of error of less than half an inch, which is smaller than the margin of error on your egos.” She wound the cord around her hand. “Are we finished, or shall I measure them a fourth time while the village waits for two adults to accept arithmetic?”

Brin’s almost-smile arrived fully.

Varrin adjusted his glove.

The crowd, which had been watching the measurement dispute with rapt attention, began to murmur, laugh, and drift back toward the food, because the fruit juice was getting warm and the sheep was getting cold and the afternoon was getting long and the elk were, by every available metric, the same size, and no amount of brow tine analysis was going to change that.

Garrick sat on an upturned crate at the edge of the gathering, a mug of fruit juice in his hand, watching the argument wind down with a quiet satisfaction.

People were eating and laughing.

People were having the kind of afternoon that turned strangers into neighbors and neighbors into the kind of people who brought their broken kettles to a man’s shop because they’d shared a meal with him once and the meal had been good and the man had seemed decent and decency, on the frontier, was a currency more reliable than gold.

A few farmers had already promised to visit the shop.

A woman whose name he hadn’t caught had asked about tinctures for joint pain.

Corden’s eldest daughter had mentioned a clock that needed fixing.

The hunt was working.

The shop would have customers.

The ordinary life was assembling itself, one interaction at a time, one handshake at a time, one plate of elk meat at a time, and Garrick Hallow was sitting on a crate in the autumn sun watching it happen and feeling, for the first time in longer than he could measure, like the ground beneath him might hold.

His thumb found his two fingers.

Yet, amongst all this ordinary life and calmness was a single thought that would not leave him.

Tamsin hadn’t come back yet.

Garrick frowned as he scanned the tree line, he had gotten busy with the ordinary.

The forest stood green and silent beyond the wheat fields. The other hunters had returned hours ago. Kellan was on his second mug, telling a story about a wyvern hunt in the Yellow Spire Mountain passes that was seventy percent true and thirty percent embellishment and one hundred percent designed to impress the farmer’s daughter sitting across from him. Doria was arm-wrestling a garrison recruit and winning. Brin and Varrin had abandoned their measurement dispute and were now standing side by side in the companionable silence of two men who had competed honestly and arrived at a draw and found, in the draw, a mutual respect that neither would acknowledge aloud.

That draw would not last long from the way their bodies shifted though.

Tamsin and Silver were still in the forest.

Garrick’s Perception reached into the trees without him asking it to, the way a hand reaches for a railing when the floor tilts. He felt the forest’s population in layers: birds in the canopy, rodents in the undergrowth, insects in the bark, deer at the far edges of the deep wood, and—

His mug stopped halfway to his mouth.

The elk herd had scattered.

Not the casual dispersal of animals that had been disturbed by hunters and were resettling into new grazing patterns. The herd had fled. Every elk within a mile of the deep forest’s eastern quadrant had bolted in a radial pattern that looked, from the perspective of Garrick’s Perception, like an explosion drawn in hoof prints. They were still running. Some of them were two miles out and still accelerating.

Something had driven them away.

Something that the Level 10 elk, which feared very little in this forest, feared enough to abandon territory, food, mating grounds, and the instinctive reluctance to expend energy on flight.

Garrick’s Perception narrowed and found Tamsin.

Nearly a quarter mile out and on the ground. Heartbeat elevated to a rate that his knowledge, accumulated across a century of battlefield experiences, classified as the boundary between fear and shock. Breathing shallow, rapid, compressed, and fluttering. A second heartbeat beside her, smaller and canine, Silver, had its chest vibrating in what was a growling action.

And above them both, a third presence that dwarfed them combined.

Garrick set the mug down on the crate and stood.

The motion was smooth and unhurried. It carried no visible urgency, because that would have attracted attention and questions. Which, in turn, would delay him when he did not have the luxury to be delayed with long explanations and reasoning why he had stood and where he was going by a dozen people.

He walked toward the tree line.

Behind him, the crowd continued its celebration. Elsie sliced bread. Nan poured drinks. Juniper blessed something that probably didn’t need blessing. Lena wrote on her paper. The afternoon sun fell warm and golden across the gathering point, and no one noticed the tall man in the patched coat walking away from the party and into the trees.

No one except Tommy.

Tommy, the short boy with perpetual mud on his knees and a confidence that exceeded his height by a factor of five, had been sitting on the grass near the ale barrel eating his fourth piece of bread and watching the crowd with the wide eyes of a child who was collecting stories and memories for the future the way other children collected stones. He had been watching Garrick specifically, because Garrick was the most interesting person at the gathering by a margin so wide it made the elk measurement dispute look boring to him.

Tommy had decided, with the unshakable conviction of a ten-year-old who had watched a man build a fence in four minutes and throw a plank across a village, that wherever Garrick went was where the interesting things happened.

Tommy stood up and followed.

He was small, insignificant, and quiet. His feet found the soft ground between the roots and breathing stayed even. His body, which weighed approximately sixty pounds and displaced approximately the same amount of air as a medium-sized dog, moved through the undergrowth with a footprint so minimal that it registered on Garrick’s Perception as background noise, indistinguishable from the rustle of leaves, the scurry of voles, the buzzing of insects, chirping of birds, and the thousand small movements that a living forest produces every second of every day.

Garrick did not notice him.

This was not because Garrick’s Perception was insufficient. Garrick’s Perception could detect a mouse’s heartbeat through six feet of packed earth. It was because Tommy’s heartbeat was calm, his movement was unhurried, and his presence carried the ambient threat level of a bread roll, and Garrick’s attention was locked on the quarter-mile ahead where the readings were getting worse and Tamsin was still trying to hunt the giant third being for reasons he could not understand.

Garrick moved faster once the trees closed behind him.

The celebration’s noise faded to a murmur, then to nothing. The forest swallowed sound the way deep water swallows stones, and the silence that replaced it was deep enough that the birds had stopped singing in the eastern quadrant, squirrels had vanished, and the undergrowth, which should have been alive with the small rustlings of small creatures going about small business, was still.

He could feel the currents of mana in their air shift and tremble.

Something in this forest was large enough and dangerous enough to have cleared a circle of silence around itself simply by existing.

Garrick’s stride lengthened and kept an eye on Tamsin.

Not going to fast as to alert everyone of his levels and potential power, but quick enough that he would get their before anything bad could happen. That was an issue he would carry upon his shoulders were ever he went. The moment he truly used his Level 105 attributes, anyone with a properly developed system would notice his existence near by.

He heard Silver first.

The growl came through the trees continuous and vibrating.

Then he heard the shallow breathing.

Garrick stopped at the last line of trees and looked.

The clearing was small, perhaps thirty feet across, carpeted in beech mast and dappled with the afternoon light that filtered through the canopy in shafts that would have been beautiful under any other circumstances and were, under these circumstances, providing excellent illumination of a scene that made Garrick’s heart seize in his chest.

The elk stood over Tamsin.

Said elk was not Level 10 like advertised.

The System text flickered at the edge of his vision. He let it come.

Trident Horned Elk — Level 49

Nature Element Aligned

Threat Classification: Regional

Warning: This entity exceeds local population combat capacity.

The elk was enormous.

Its shoulder stood nine feet from the forest floor. Its body was the deep, burnished brown of old mahogany, and beneath the fur, muscles moved with the slow measured power of something that had been built by nature to be unkillable by anything in its weight class and most things above it. Its hooves sunk into the beech mast under a weight that Garrick estimated at three thousand pounds.

The antlers were the reason for its name.

Three prongs rose from each side of the skull, not the branching, organic curves of a normal elk’s rack but straight, sharp, symmetrical spears of bone that had been reinforced by the creature’s nature-element alignment until they were harder than steel. They glowed a faint, green-gold luminescence that pulsed along the tines in a rhythm that matched its beating, powerful heart.

That point of light condensed and grew, energy swirling around it like a galaxy.

The elk was charging a mana blast.

Tamsin was on her back and the elk’s central tine, the longest of the three on the right side, pressed against her throat. Not through it. Not yet. The pressure was enough to pin her and compress her airway to a narrow passage that admitted air in thin, whistling sips, enough to bruise the skin beneath her jaw in a dark band that was already forming, purple-black against the pale of her neck.

Tamsin’s eyes were wide open and dripping with wetness as she gurgled a muffled scream and cried.

The wooden sword was in her right hand as she swung it over and over again, uselessly hitting the elk and providing no defense or potential for freedom from the death she faced before her.

Silver had the elk’s left rear hoof in his jaws.

The dog’s body was braced, all four paws dug into the beech mast, haunches low, every muscle in his silver-grey frame locked. His growl was continuous as he tried to rip the leg off or pull the elk off his friends body. His eyes were fixed on the elk’s leg and teeth were sunk into the hide above the hoof.

Said hide was too thick for his jaws to penetrate. It’s weight to prodigious for Silver to even register or constitute a danger larger enough that the elk would acknowledge Silver’s existence in any measurable way.

Silver held on anyway as the mana brightened.

Garrick felt himself move and froze as it happened before he could control himself.

The talisman’s suppression field collapsed on itself. The tool shattered as it took the full brunt of his power head on first. The Level 97 artifact, designed to mask Titan-tier presences from Titan-tier detection, shattered under the force of what Garrick released, because what Garrick released was not an aura or a presence or an ambient pressure.

It was his intent formed by his attributes and Levels.

All of it at the same time.

Every level. Every point of every attribute. Every kill, every battle, every war, every demon, every dragon, every fortress erased and every army broken and every impossible thing he had done across a century and a half of being the thing that the world sent when the world had run out of options.

The Killing Intent skill radiated off him in waves that covered the entire forest and anything he thought a threat in that moment, or did not subconsciously register positively.

The world froze.

Leaves that had been falling stopped in the air, suspended between the branch and the ground, caught in a moment that had been stretched past its natural duration. A bird, mid-wingbeat above the canopy, hung motionless against the blue sky, feathers spread, eyes fixed, a portrait painted by something that had decided the next second would wait until it was ready. A beetle on a log, mid-step, one leg extended, five legs planted, frozen in its pose.

The wind stopped.

The light stopped shifting.

The forest held its breath.

In the center of it all, Tamsin could move, because she registered positively in his mind subconsciously.

Silver could move and little Tommy too, even if he hadn’t been noticed.

The little boy, knees covered in more mud now as he hid stared at Garrick with his mouth wide open, eyes shining, and a smile so wide forming.

Garrick stood at the clearing’s edge with his feet planted and his shoulders square and his eyes fixed on the elk, and Tommy stared at him the way a person stares at the sun when the clouds part and the light hits the ground and the ground lights up and you realize, for the first time, that the sun has been there the whole time, behind everything, holding everything up, and you just hadn’t looked.

The elk had died standing.

Its legs remained locked, its body remained upright, its antlers remained raised with their mana-bright tips still glowing, fading now, the green-gold light dimming in pulses that matched a heartbeat that had already stopped. The glow faded from the tips first, then the tines, then the base, retreating down the bone like a tide going out, and the last light left the antlers and the antlers went dark and the elk stood in the clearing like a statue of itself, a monument to the exact moment when a Level 49 Nature-Aligned regional threat had encountered something that made Level 49 a number on a page and nothing more.

Then it toppled over like a massive tree crashing into the earth and causing the ground to shake.

Garrick looked at Tamsin.

She choked up and huddled into herself, wrapping her hands around her knees as she looked at the massive creature that had just… toppled over. Her hand slowly rose to her throat and that only made her tremble and shake as the tears came again renewed, but she made no sound. As though she was afraid someone would hear her.

Silver was pressed against her side, nose in her armpit.

The wooden sword lay on the beech mast beside her untouched.

Good. She didn’t see me…

He turned and left the area, keeping his Perception lock on her even if he doubted anything would attack.

Garrick moved through the trees with the same silence he’d used to arrive. The talisman was gone, shattered and left on the ground, but his own suppression skills, the ones he’d developed long before any artifact, clamped down on his presence with practiced, desperate efficiency, pulling his aura back inside his skin like a man reeling in a net that had been cast too wide.

He would not be participating as the final hunter to find an elk that was only a couple inches than the largest like he planned to.

Behind him, Tamsin coughed again and let out a quiet sob.

Silver whined beside her trying his best to bring her spirit up in anyway he could.

And the forest resumed.

Birds sang, leaves fell, the wind picked up again, and the beetle on the log completed its step.

…

What Garrick had failed to notice, due to how small and insignificant it was to his power was Tommy sitting there with wide eyes and watching the entire thing happen from his vantage point.

His mouth was still open and fingers were still gripping the bark. His knees were still locked and his eyes were the size of saucers and his brain was doing something that brains do when they receive information that exceeds their processing capacity by converting the raw, incomprehensible data of what it had just witnessed into a format it could handle, and the format it selected was story, because Tommy was ten and stories were how ten-year-olds stored the impossible until they were old enough to call it memory.

Tommy unstuck his fingers from the bark and followed Garrick back through the forest.

Tommy was very, very quiet about it.

Garrick emerged from the tree line into the afternoon sun and the noise of the celebration hit him like walking into a wall made of laughter and chewing.

The gathering point was exactly as he’d left it. Elsie was carving the sheep and giving portions to anyone in the line. Nan was pouring drinks. Juniper was telling a story that involved hand gestures and at least two theological digressions. Lena was on her wall, pencil moving. The elks lay on the grass, measured and settled and no longer contested, because Brin and Varrin had moved past the measurement dispute and into a new phase of their relationship, which was apparently wrestling.

Brin had Varrin in a hold that looked, from a distance, like two bears attempting to share a very small rug. Varrin’s boots, still polished, dug into the grass as he drove forward. Brin’s feet, planted wide, absorbed the push. The crowd had formed a ring around them and was cheering with full-throated enthusiasm.

Varrin was winning even though it seemed like Brin had the upper hand.

His Level 31 attributes gave him an edge in raw output that Brin’s Level 19 frame couldn’t match, and the edge showed in the way Varrin’s holds locked tighter, his reversals came faster, his weight shifted with the trained precision of a man who had been wrestling since officer’s academy. He could have ended it in seconds. A single committed throw or a lock applied at full strength, and Brin would have been on his back staring at the sky.

He didn’t end it.

He let Brin escape a hold that should have been inescapable. He left an opening that a Level 19 blacksmith could exploit. He slowed his reversal by a fraction of a second, just enough for Brin to find his feet, reset his stance, and come back in with a steady, unhurried persistence.

Brin knew what the game was.

Garrick could see it in the way Brin’s almost-smile flickered each time Varrin eased off. He knew the captain was holding back and knew the gap. And he kept wrestling anyway, because the crowd was laughing and the children were cheering and the afternoon was golden and two men rolling in the grass was, for this village on this day, exactly the kind of ordinary, joyful, undignified thing that made a community feel like a community.

Garrick found his crate and sat down.

Nan materialized beside him. “Where did you go?” she asked, a mug in each hand, one of which she extended toward him.

“Nowhere special.” He took the mug.

Nan’s half-smile held its position. Her eyes moved across his face the way they always did, reading the surface for what lay beneath, and Garrick kept the surface flat and calm and ordinary, and Nan either found nothing or found something she chose not to pursue, because she shrugged and turned back toward the wrestling match.

“Brin’s got heart,” she said. “Varrin’s got levels. Should be a mismatch, but look at them. The captain’s having fun. I haven’t seen that man have fun since the sock delivery came in a week early last winter.”

She drifted back into the crowd.

Garrick drank his juice and watched the wrestling and waited for Tamsin to finally return. She had gathered her courage and was currently trying to move the massive thing with only Silver’s enthusiastic, but very unhelpful, help. He tripped her a few times already in his excitement.

Tommy burst out of the tree line.

He hit the grass at a full sprint, knees muddy, face flushed, eyes incandescent with the luminosity of a child who has seen something so far beyond the boundaries of his experience that his brain has responded by setting itself on fire and using the flames to power a narrative engine of unprecedented output.

He ran to the nearest cluster of children.

He grabbed the tall girl by the arm and began talking. It was all gibberish on children understood until he finally paused to take a large deep breath. “—and then he looked at it and the whole forest stopped, like, everything stopped! The leaves stopped falling and the birds stopped flying and I couldn’t even hear the wind, and the elk was massive, bigger than a house, bigger than the garrison, and it had these horns that were glowing and it was going to kill Tamsin but then Mr. Hallow just stood there and the elk died! It just died, it fell over like a tree, and then—”

The tall girl stared at him with a raised eye brow.

Tommy took another deep breath.

“—and there were dragons, at least twelve of them, maybe twenty, and they came out of the sky and they bowed to him, they bowed like he was a king, and then the elk, there were like a thousand of them, giant ones, big as mountains, and they had laser eyes—”

“Laser eyes…?”

“Laser eyes from their heads! And–and Mr. Hallow just looked at them and they all fell over dead, every single one, a thousand mountain elk with laser eyes, and the dragons were crying because it was so amazing, and then—”

“Tommy,” said the girl who had been on the wall, “you’ve had too much juice.”

“I haven’t! I saw it! He killed a thousand—”

“A thousand elk.”

“With Laser Eyes!”

“Mountain-sized elk with laser eyes and twelve dragons.”

“Twenty dragons! Maybe thirty! They kept coming! There had to be ten thousand at the end!”

The bread-nose boy looked at Tommy with the measured skepticism of a child who had once claimed to have seen a ghost in the well and had been disbelieved and had learned, from the experience, that extraordinary claims required extraordinary evidence and that Tommy’s evidence was, at present, Tommy’s face, which was red and sweaty and not traditionally considered a reliable source.

“Did anyone else see it?” the bread-nose boy asked.

“I was the only one! Mr. Hallow didn’t even know I was there! He just walked in and killed everything and then walked back out like it was nothing, like he was going to get bread or cookies from Miss Elsie or something—”

Garrick shook his head.

The boy’s arms were windmilling. His voice had reached a pitch that was attracting the attention of dogs and several adults, who were glancing over with the tolerant, half-listening attention that adults give to children who are being loud about something that is almost certainly imaginary.

What a ridiculous story. The kid had a talent for storytelling.

Tommy’s narrative had expanded to include a volcano, a sword made of lightning, and a moment where Garrick had apparently caught the moon and thrown it at an army of skeleton elk that had risen from the dead to avenge their fallen comrades, and the other children were laughing, and Tommy was laughing too now, caught up in the momentum of his own invention, the original truth buried so deep beneath the embellishments that it had become, for all practical purposes, invisible.

Which was, Garrick reflected, exactly how legends worked.

The truth got small and the tale got big. Eventually no one could tell which was which, and the man at the center of it all could sit on a crate drinking fruit juice and be completely, safely, unremarkably ordinary.

A shout erupted from the forest’s edge.

Brin and Varrin broke apart mid-grapple. Brin rolling to his feet. Varrin springing upright with the coiled, instant readiness of a well trained soldier. They ran to find the owner of the shout and whatever situation it came with.

The crowd turned, heads swiveled, conversations died, Elsie’s carving knife paused, Nan’s mug stopped halfway to her lips and Lena’s pencil lifted from the paper.

“Hurry!” someone shouted from the tree line. “Someone help! She can’t move it!”

Garrick stood from his crate but did not run. Running would have been suspicious and would have been the response of a man who knew what was in the forest, and Garrick was supposed to be a man who did not know what was in the forest, and the distance between those two men was a distance he needed to maintain with every fiber of his being and every ounce of the acting ability that the System had recently and somewhat insultingly begun to quantify.

He walked at a brisk pace.

Tamsin was still trying to dragging the elk.

She had both hands wrapped around the base of one antler and her boots were dug into the soft earth and her entire body was angled backward at forty-five degrees, every muscle in her wiry frame committed to the task of moving two thousand pounds of dead elk across a forest floor that was actively resisting her efforts through the medium of roots, undergrowth, and the fundamental relationship between mass and friction.

She had moved it approximately eight inches.

Silver was beside her, jaws clamped on the elk’s ear, pulling with the dedicated futility of a dog who believed that effort was its own reward and that the ear would eventually cooperate if he just kept at it.

Varrin reached the elk first.

He stopped. His boots planted in the leaf litter. His eyes moved across the animal, the antlers, the size, the three-pronged rack with its straight, spear-like tines, and the color left his face in the familiar, staged withdrawal that Garrick had seen before, starting at the cheeks and working inward.

“H-How?” Varrin’s voice came out at half its normal volume. “How did you kill it?”

Tamsin released the antler and straightened. Her face was flushed, hair was a disaster, the twine had given up entirely and was hanging from a single strand behind her left ear. Her throat—

Her throat was bruised.

A dark band ran across the front of her neck, purple-black, the exact width and shape of an antler tine pressed against skin with enough force to compress the airway without crushing it, and the bruise was visible above her collar even though she tried to hide it as best as she could.

Tamsin pulled her collar up.

“It showed up and scared me,” Tamsin said. Her voice was hoarse and scraped. “And then it fell over dead. No clue why.”

Varrin stared at her than at the elk. He stared at the antlers, the three-pronged rack, the tines that were harder than steel, the fading residue of nature-element mana that still clung to the bone like frost on a window. His gloved hand came up and adjusted his left glove, finger by finger.

“T-That is a Level 49 Trident Horned Elk,” he said without breath. “Nature Element Aligned and Regional threat classification. This animal could have—” He stopped and checked the horizon once more. “This animal could have destroyed Brackenridge, the garrison, the walls, and everything inside the walls. My entire complement of seventy soldiers would not have been sufficient to—”

He stopped again.

His eyes found Garrick across the crowd.

The look lasted a quarter of a second.

Garrick’s face was arranged into an expression of surprise and concern that he had been practicing since the tree line and which he maintained now with the focused, internal effort of a man holding a door shut against a gale.

Varrin’s eyes moved away.

“It toppled over,” Varrin said, “A Level 49 regional threat… toppled over.”

“Lucky,” Kellan said, and his voice carried the tone of a man who knew what Level 49 meant and was choosing, deliberately, to accept the explanation that didn’t require him to think about the alternatives. “Elk that size, nature-aligned, they can have cardiac events. Mana overload. The element alignment puts strain on the cardiovascular system. I’ve read about it.”

“You’ve read about it?” Doria said.

“In a pamphlet.”

Garrick’s eye twitched.

Brin said nothing. He stepped forward, knelt beside the elk, and placed his hand flat against its ribcage.

He held it there for a long moment.

Then he stood, walked to Tamsin, and put his hand on her shoulder.

He didn’t say anything.

Tamsin’s jaw trembled once. She locked it.

Brin’s hand stayed on her shoulder and gave her some space.

Elsie Bramble pushed through the crowd. She moved with the brisk, purposeful stride of a woman who had assessed a situation from fifty feet away and arrived at a conclusion that required immediate, non-negotiable action. She reached Tamsin, looked at her face, looked at her collar, and leaned in close to whisper, “Pull your collar up higher, love.”

Tamsin snapped her hand to cover her neck and bruise.

“That’s it, good. Now smile, you’ve just won the hunt.”

Tamsin’s eyes went wide. “I didn’t—”

“You brought back the biggest elk anyone in this village has ever seen. You’re eighteen years old and you dragged a monster out of the forest by its antlers. You won.” Elsie’s hand found Tamsin’s and squeezed. “And you and I are going to have a very, very, very long conversation after this. About forests and wooden swords and what happens to girls who go into places they shouldn’t go and common sense.”

Tamsin’s face, which had been flushed with exertion, went pale. She said nothing and nodded.

Elsie patted her cheek, left a flour print on it, and turned to the crowd. “Right then! Someone help this girl carry her elk! And someone get me a bigger knife, because that—” she pointed at the Trident Horned Elk, “—is going to take some work.”

The crowd erupted.

The cheering was louder than it had been for Brin’s bull, for Varrin’s bull, for the tie that had produced the measurement dispute that had produced the wrestling match that had produced the afternoon. It was the cheering of a village that had been given a story, a real story, the kind that would be told in the Sallow’s Rest for years. All about the girl who went into the forest with a wooden sword and came out dragging a monster, and the story didn’t need to be true in every detail because the elk was real and the girl was real and the cheering was real and that was enough.

Tamsin stood in the middle of it with Silver pressed against her legs, Brin’s hand on her shoulder, the bruise hidden beneath her collar, and her eyes, still wet, blinking against the afternoon sun.

Nan appeared with a mug. “Drink this.”

Tamsin did as she was told.

“Now drink this.” A second mug was handed to her with different contents.

Tamsin drank that too.

“Good girl. Now eat something before you fall over, because you look like a candle that’s been burning at both ends and the middle and I will not have fainting at my event. It’s bad for the,” Nan looked left and right quickly and then lowered her voice in a conspiratory voice. “… the betting odds anyway.”

The celebration resumed with redoubled energy.

The Trident Horned Elk was butchered by Elsie and a few farmers who had experience with large game and one garrison recruit who had no experience with large game but volunteered anyway and spent most of the process looking green and holding a bucket. The meat was extraordinary. Dense, rich, suffused with the faint, herbal undertone of nature-element mana that made it taste like venison that had been marinated in the spices and the scent of a forest.

Elsie carved it into portions and distributed them. The portions were large, the bread was fresh, the cheese was sharp, the ale was flowing, the afternoon became an evening, and the evening became a party.

Garrick sat on his crate with a plate of elk meat and watched the village celebrate.

People found him one by one.

Not in the way that people had been avoiding him for the past week in the careful, wide-berth avoidance people give a man who threw planks across the entire town and carried bed frames that weighed multiple hundred pounds like feather pillows. They found him the way people find a neighbor at a gathering, drifting over with a plate or a mug, standing nearby, starting conversations that began with the elk and ended with the things they actually wanted to talk about.

“Mr. Hallow, my plough blade’s cracked. Could you take a look?”

“Garrick, isn’t it? My wife’s got a cough that won’t shift. Nan says you sell tinctures?”

“Hallow! That sign of yours, the carved one. Could you do something similar for my shop? I’d pay fair price for that.”

“Mr. Hallow, the hinge on my kitchen door has been squeaking for four months and my… husband,” the lady elbowed said husband in the rib. “…says it’s fine. My husband is wrong and I would like a professional opinion delivered in his presence so that he can hear it from someone who isn’t me.”

Garrick answered each one and quoted prices. He described remedies, scheduled visits, and shook hands, nodded, and smiled. The smile was real and filled with joy and relief that his store would not continue to remain empty of customers and traffic for all of time until he eventually gave up.

“Thank you,” he said, to each of them, and meant it every time.

Elsie found him as the light turned amber.

She walked up to his crate with a plate in one hand and a mug in the other and the expression of a woman who had something to say and intended to say it in her own time and at her own pace. Anyone who tried to rush her would receive a wooden spoon to the knuckles.

She sat on the crate beside him.

“You know,” she said, her voice light and conversational,”Tommy is saying a ridiculous thing.”

Garrick took a bite of elk from his plate. “Tommy says many ridiculous things.”

“He does. He’s a creative boy with a wonderful imagination. Terrible relationship with plausibility.” Elsie sipped her mug. “He’s talking about how you killed a dozen dragons.”

Garrick chewed with a smile, he heard the story and it likely got more ridiculous with every rendition.

“Made twenty giant elk the size of mountains die with a look.”

Garrick swallowed a big bite and took a sip of the fruit juice..

“…and saved Tamsin.”

Garrick’s fork stopped.

She turned her head and looked at him. Elsie held it for a couple seconds, then she laughed. “Kids say the darnedest things!” She slapped her knee. “Imagine! A dozen dragons dying and laser eyes on elk! The boy needs to stay a hundred miles from Nan’s small collection of fantasy books.” She took another sip of her mug, then took a moment to stare into her cup for long seconds. Her face growing less joyful. “You know, my oven isn’t working… the left side runs cold and the bread comes out lopsided. I could use the repairs.”

The pivot was so clean, so seamless, and so perfectly executed that it could have been used as a textbook example of conversational redirection in a diplomatic academy.

“Of course. I’ll be there tomorrow morning.”

Elsie nodded.

Her face shifted and the laugh lines settled. The flour-dusted warmth remained, but beneath it, something else surfaced, something that lived in the same place where she kept the grief for the family she’d lost and the determination that had built a bakery from that grief and the fierce, unbreakable commitment to feeding people into being whole.

“Thank you,” she said. “Seriously. Thank you.”

Garrick said nothing and looked at his own mug in silence.

She stood, patted his arm, and walked back toward the celebration as though nothing had happened at all. Her stride was brisk and voice, calling out to Nan about the fruit juice supply, was bright and carried across the gathering point without a tremor.

Garrick remained on his crate.

The evening light fell long and golden across the grass. The village laughed and ate and drank around him. Somewhere in the crowd, Tommy was telling the dragon story again, bigger now, louder, with more dragons and more laser eyes and a part where Garrick had apparently caught a falling star and used it as a lantern, and the other children were laughing, and Tommy was laughing, and the truth was buried so deep beneath the impossible that it had become safe.

Silver appeared from the crowd, tail going, nose finding Garrick’s knee with the unerring precision of a compass finding north. He pressed his head against Garrick’s thigh and complained at the injustice of the world. Garrick patted the dog’s head until it was done and it finally sighed the deep, contented sigh of a dog who had been through something terrible and come out the other side and found his person and found his person’s knee and found that the knee was still there and the person was still attached to it and this was, as always, enough.

Ash had been delivered to the gathering by Juniper, who had gone back to the shop to check on the cat and found the cat sitting on the counter beside the door with an expression that Juniper described as “expectant and mildly threatening,” which was Ash’s way of saying Garrick left and I noticed and you will now transport me to wherever he and the food is or there will be consequences.

Ash sat on the grass beside Garrick’s crate with a plate of elk meat that Elsie had prepared specifically for the cat, cut into small pieces, arranged in a circle, and garnished with a sprig of mint that Ash sniffed once, dismissed, and knocked off the plate with one paw.

Silver had his own plate.

Silver’s plate was larger, piled high, and positioned on the grass beside Garrick’s left boot, where Silver could eat and maintain physical contact with Garrick’s ankle simultaneously, because Silver had decided that the two activities were not mutually exclusive and that any moment spent eating without also touching Garrick was a moment wasted.

Ash ate a piece of elk from its plate and then looked at Silver’s plate.

Silver’s plate had more elk on it.

Ash stood, crossed the distance of grass between the two plates, and reached one grey paw toward Silver’s pile.

Garrick’s hand intercepted the attempted robbery.

He placed the paw back on Ash’s side of the grass. Ash looked at the hand and reached again. Garrick intercepted again. Ash reached a third time, faster. Garrick blocked its path patiently.

Ash tried from the left. Blocked.

From the right. Blocked.

A feint left followed by a committed right. Blocked.

Ash sat back and stared at Garrick with an expression that promised retribution on a timeline of the cat’s choosing.

Silver, oblivious, ate his elk and wagged his tail, pressed his nose against Garrick’s ankle, and existed in a state of happiness so complete that it bordered on a philosophical position about the nature of contentment and whether contentment required awareness of threats to be genuine or whether genuine contentment was, by definition, the absence of such awareness.

Garrick blocked a sixth attempt.

Ash’s tail lashed once and returned to their own plate.

The evening deepened and the stars came out. The celebration wound down in stages, families leaving first, then the farmers, then the soldiers, then the stragglers who had found the fruit juice barrel and the fruit juice barrel had found them and the two had entered into a relationship that would end, as such relationships always did, with regret and a stomach ache.

Garrick sat on his crate in the dark with a dog at his ankle and a cat plotting theft beside him.

Silver’s tail swept the grass.

Ash made a seventh attempt.

It was blocked.
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Chapter 12: The Oven Repair

The morning had been productive in the way that a thunderstorm is productive: brief, overwhelming, and leaving everyone in its path slightly dazed and unsure whether they should applaud or take shelter.

Garrick had started at the Braxton cottage on Mill Street at seven-fifteen, where the kitchen door hinge had been squeaking for four months and the husband had been wrong about it being fine for exactly the same duration. The hinge took him six minutes. He stretched it to twelve by spending the second half examining the doorframe with furrowed brows and making sounds like “hmm” and “ah” and “yes, I see” while touching wood that did not require touching and nodding at joints that did not require nodding at.

The wife and husband pair watched him work.

The wife turned to the husband and said, “See?”

The husband said nothing, because the husband had been wrong and the hinge had been squeaking and the professional opinion had been delivered in his presence by someone who wasn’t his wife, exactly as requested, and the cost of being wrong was two coppers and a silence that would last, by Garrick’s estimate, approximately until lunch.

Repair Skill +1

He dismissed it.

The plough blade came next. Farmer Adrian’s place, south of the well, was a stone cottage with a kitchen garden that was winning its war against order. It had a single plough blade that had cracked along the tang where the metal met the handle socket. Garrick heated the blade in Adrian’s small forge, which was less a forge and more a fire pit with ambitions, and welded the crack shut with a hammer and a technique that should have taken a competent blacksmith forty minutes and took Garrick ninety seconds.

He padded the remaining time by cleaning the forge.

Then cleaning it again.

Then reorganizing Adrian’s tool rack, which had been arranged in a system that could only be described as “archaeological,” in that the tools were layered by era of acquisition and required excavation to access.

Adrian stood in his doorway and watched a stranger reorganize his life. “You didn’t need to—”

“The rake was behind the scythe. That’s a safety issue.”

“I’ve had it there for six years.”

“Six years of living dangerously.”

Repair Skill +1

Reorganization Skill +1

The sign commission took him to the cobbler-who-also-sold-cheese, where he carved a new shop sign from a plank of oak in the courtyard while the cobbler watched and the cheese watched and a fly that had been living in the cheese watched, all three of them tracking his hands with the same expression of mild, hypnotized disbelief.

The carving should have taken a day.

Garrick made it last twenty-five minutes by pausing between letters to “consider the grain” and “evaluate the calligraphy options” and “let the wood speak,” which was a phrase he’d heard Brin use once and which sounded, coming from Garrick, like a man who had learned the vocabulary without fully mastering the grammar.

The cobbler’s wife came out to see the finished sign.

She looked at it, looked at Garrick, looked at the pile of oak shavings that represented twenty-five minutes of work that should have been eight hours, and went back inside without comment.

Repair Skill +1

Repair Skill +1

Carving Skill +1

The notifications had been arriving all morning with the cheerful, persistent regularity of a postman who had been given a route and intended to walk every inch of it regardless of weather, terrain, or the recipient’s increasingly desperate desire to be left alone. Each ping was a small blue flicker at the edge of his vision, each one representing another increment of a skill that was climbing through its levels with the enthusiasm of a vine that had found a trellis and a purpose.

Repair Skill: Level 35

Repair Skill: Level 36

Level 36 in a single morning. The skill had been at Level 8 when he’d arrived in Brackenridge, mostly because he had been busy killing things that everyone had agreed were impossible to kill.

Now it was climbing like it had somewhere to be.

He had waved at the stunned cobbler and his wife as he left and moved on to his next task.

Garrick hummed as he worked on Elsie’s oven.

The humming was new. He had picked it up from Brin, absorbing the rhythm through proximity. It was tuneless, low, and it filled the bakery’s kitchen with a sound that sat comfortably beneath the crackle of the smaller ovens and the distant murmur of the shop front, where customers came and went and bread changed hands and coppers clinked into Elsie’s till.

The oven was a large stone-and-iron affair that occupied the bakery’s rear wall like a monument to thermal ambition. Two chambers, shared flue, cast-iron doors with brass handles worn smooth by years of Elsie’s grip. The left chamber was the problem. It ran cold on the interior wall, which meant the bread came out lopsided, risen on the right and flat on the left. Which was a condition that Elsie described as “an insult to flour” and which she had been compensating for by rotating each loaf a dozen times during baking, a workaround that cost her twenty minutes per batch and a quantity of patience that she could have been spending on other things, such as feeding people, organizing festivals, and running the village through the medium of aggressive hospitality.

Garrick had his head inside the left chamber.

Tamsin had walked in and hurried inside to where Elsie was at some point. She looked to be focused on something, so he ignored it and continued to work on the oven and his sedated and slow pace that was ordinary and completely what was expected and absolutely normal.

His hands moved across the firebrick lining, feeling for the crack he already knew was there, because his Perception had identified it from the doorway when he’d walked in, a hairline fracture in the rear wall of the firebox that was venting heat into the masonry instead of radiating it into the chamber. The fix was simple. Repoint the crack, replace the damaged firebrick, reseat the baffle plate that directed airflow from the flue into the chamber, and recalibrate the damper linkage that controlled the draft.

Simple for him.

He could have done it in twenty-five seconds. He had once repaired a dwarven blast furnace in thirty seconds while the furnace was still running and a column of molten iron was two feet from his elbow. That furnace had been enchanted, cursed, blazing a hundred times hotter, and actively hostile to maintenance personnel, even of the dwarven nature.

Elsie’s oven was not enchanted, cursed, made to melt dwarven metal, or hostile.

Her oven was a bread oven that needed a few bricks replaced and a plate reseated. It was, by the standards of things Garrick had repaired, approximately as challenging as opening a jar.

So, he stretched the time as much as he could.

He pulled his head out of the chamber, sat back on his heels, and stared at the oven for a full forty-five seconds.

The staring was not diagnostic, the staring was padding. He had already diagnosed the problem, solved the problem, and mentally composed a repair plan so thorough it included contingencies for contingencies and a footnote about the specific thermal conductivity of Elsie’s firebrick relative to the ambient moisture content of a bakery kitchen in autumn. The staring was the performance of a man who wanted the audience to believe the play was longer than it was.

He put his head back in.

A customer entered the bakery’s front.

Garrick heard the door, the footsteps, the pause as the customer noticed a pair of legs protruding from Elsie’s main oven, and the sharp intake of breath that preceded either a question or a scream, depending on the customer’s relationship with unexpected human limbs in commercial baking equipment.

“Morning, Hester,” Elsie’s voice came from somewhere near the smaller ovens, warm and brisk and carrying the frequency of a woman who was simultaneously managing a conversation, a batch of cookies, and a man inside her oven. “The rye’s on the left. Two coppers. Don’t mind Mr. Hallow, he’s fixing things.”

“He’s very fast,” Hester said.

“He’s thorough,” Elsie corrected.

“He fixed the Braxton hinge in twelve minutes this morning. My husband said it would take two hours.”

“Your husband also said the goat was ‘probably done escaping.’ Bread’s on the left, love.”

The customer bought bread and left. The door closed. Garrick heard the footsteps retreat up the street, pause, and then accelerate, which meant Hester was going to tell someone about the man in the oven, and the someone would tell someone else, and by noon the village would have a new chapter in the ongoing serial of Garrick Hallow’s relationship with the concept of normal working speed.

Another customer came in eight minutes later bought a loaf, noticed Garrick, and left with eyes slightly wider than they’d been upon entry.

A third customer came, bought two rolls, watched Garrick reseat the baffle plate with four precise taps of a hammer that each landed with the clean, musical ring of iron meeting iron in exactly the right place at exactly the right angle, and left without buying the cheese pastry she’d been reaching for, because her hand had frozen mid-reach and her brain had redirected all available processing power to the question of how a man could make a hammer sound like a tuning fork.

Garrick hummed.

Repair Skill +1

Level 37 and still climbing.

He finished the damper linkage. He repointed the crack with a compound he’d mixed from materials in his pack, a compound that was, technically, a Level 4 masonry sealant available at any frontier supply store and, practically, a compound he had improved with trace amounts ofite-ite-ite, which was a mineral that did not exist in any catalogue Tamsin had read and which Garrick had acquired at Level 47 from a mine that had since collapsed into a dimension that no longer accepted strangers.

Garrick was not a stranger to them.

The sealant would hold for approximately four hundred years.

He considered this acceptable for a bread oven.

The final step was the firebrick. He pulled the cracked brick from the rear wall, examined it with genuine interest because firebrick was firebrick and good materials deserved attention regardless of context, and replaced it with a new brick he’d brought from his shop stock. The new brick seated into the mortar bed with a soft, satisfying click that meant the fit was true, the chamber would heat evenly, the bread would rise on both sides, and Elsie Bramble would never again need to rotate a loaf a dozen times per batch.

He sat back and looked at the oven.

The oven looked back, and it looked different now.

The notification arrived with a gentle chime that was distinct from the Repair Skill pings, a deeper a fuller sound. The kind of notification the System reserved for results it considered noteworthy.

Repair Complete!

Item: Bramble Bakery — Primary Oven

Result Grade: Epic

Classification: Legendary/Mythic Grade Oven

Note: Intentionally crafted at the lowest capabilities of the master crafter/repairer.

Properties:

— Intent-Based Heat Control

— The Perfect Bread

— The Perfect Oven-Based Sweets

— Self-Regulatory and Cleaning Functions

— Passive Repair…

— …

…

…

[Additional properties truncated. Scroll for full list.]

Garrick stared at the notification for a long time.

Perfect, he thought. They’ll never be able to tell I’m that good. This has to be the worst repair I’ve done all day.

He dismissed the notification, wiped his hands on a rag, and stood.

Elsie was at the smaller ovens, pulling a tray of cookies from the left unit with a cloth-wrapped hand. The cookies were golden, round, and smelled of butter and vanilla. A second batch of bread was rising in the right oven, the big one that worked fine, its crust already browning through the glass window in the iron door.

She set the cookie tray on the cooling rack and turned.

Flour covered her face. It dusted her cheeks, her forehead, the bridge of her nose, and had settled into the laugh lines around her eyes and the deeper creases beneath them. Her hair, normally pinned tight, had loosened during the morning’s work, and the strands that had escaped were white with flour in a way that made them indistinguishable from the silver that had been creeping into her hair for years, the silver she never mentioned and no one commented on because commenting would have required acknowledging that time passed and people aged and the woman who fed the village was not, despite all evidence to the contrary, immortal.

The crow’s feet under her eyes were deeper today, carved into her skin.

“Done already?” She blinked at him through the flour.

“Yes. It was complicated and took me a very long time to finish.” Garrick’s expression settled into something satisfied and calm, the face of a craftsman who had wrestled with a difficult problem and emerged victorious after a grueling campaign of professional effort.

Elsie dusted her hands on her apron, leaving white prints on the fabric. “Huh.” She turned toward the window. Morning light fell across the bakery floor in long rectangles. The sun was barely past the rooftops. The shrine bell hadn’t rung the mid-morning hour. “I thought it would take you all day, not…” She squinted at the angle of the shadows on the cobblestones outside. “Less than a single bell.”

“Ovens aren’t the most difficult repairs if you know what you’re doing.”

“I see.” Elsie’s hands found her hips. Her eyes moved from the window to the oven to Garrick and back to the oven, performing a calculation that involved time, complexity, and the growing catalogue of evidence that the man standing in her kitchen operated on a different scale than the one printed on his receipts.

She turned toward the back room. “Tamsin! Come out. He’s done already.”

A crash from the back. Something ceramic hitting a wooden surface. A muffled word that Tamsin would deny having said.

“W-What? But I’m not ready!”

“That’s life, love. You’ll never be ready.”

A silence followed that lasted a few seconds and contained, within those seconds, the sound of a young woman gathering courage the way other people gathered tools, picking up each piece, testing its weight, and hoping the collection would be sufficient for the job.

Tamsin emerged from the back room.

She was fidgeting. Both hands were occupied, the left turning a spring at twice its normal speed, the right pulling at the hem of her sleeve, tugging the cuff down over her wrist in a repetitive, rhythmic motion that served no practical purpose and every emotional one. Her hair was tied with fresh twine, which meant she’d retied it in the back room, which meant she’d been preparing for this the way soldiers prepare for inspections, adjusting the things that could be adjusted because the things that couldn’t be adjusted were too large and too frightening to touch.

Her collar was high. The bruise was hidden.

Her eyes were red at the edges.

She stopped a few feet from Garrick and the spring stopped turning and her hands dropped to her sides and hung there, empty, which was the most vulnerable Garrick had ever seen them because Tamsin’s hands were always holding something, always fidgeting, always in motion, and the stillness meant she had run out of things to hide behind.

She opened her mouth, but found nothing coming out for a few seconds.

She gathered her courage one more time.

“I know you saved me…” Her voice came out scraped and raw, the hoarseness from the bruise still clinging to her vowels. “…in the forest. I didn’t see you. I don’t know how you did it, but I know it was you because there’s nobody else it could have been, and because the elk just… stopped, and things don’t just stop unless someone stops them, and you’re the only person in this village who could stop something like that, and I know that because…” she paused like she almost gave out a secret. “Err… I know because I know. That’s how I know—”

She ran out of air.

She took a breath that shook on the way in.

“I’m sorry.” The words came out smaller than the ones before them. “I’m sorry I went in too deep. I’m sorry I was greedy and stupid and I needed to prove something and I made your day about me when it was supposed to be about you and the shop and getting customers and—and I ruined it because I couldn’t just—I couldn’t just be patient and hunt the Level 10 elk like everyone else and instead I went looking for something bigger because I wanted people to see me and take me seriously and—”

Her jaw locked. Her eyes were wet and her chin was trembling and her hands, still at her sides, had curled into fists so tight the knuckles were white.

“You shouldn’t have needed to come save me. You shouldn’t have needed to risk… whatever you risked… because I was too proud to stay where I belonged.”

The bakery was quiet.

The cookies cooled on the rack.

The bread rose in the oven.

Flour dust hung in the morning light like snow that had forgotten how to fall.

Garrick looked at Tamsin and her red eyes, the high collar, still hands, her trembling chin, and the fists that were holding everything in because letting it out would mean crying and crying would mean she was a kid and she had spent her entire life trying not to be a kid because kids were the ones things happened to and she wanted to be the one things happened because of.

He reached out and placed his hand on top of her head.

His palm settled against her hair, broad and warm and steady, the way you’d rest your hand on a fence post to test whether it was solid. His fingers didn’t ruffle or pat or move. They just rested there, heavy and present, the weight of a hand that had held swords and killed Demon Lords and torn dragons apart and was now doing the only thing it knew how to do when words were insufficient, which was to be still and be there and let the stillness say what the words couldn’t.

He said nothing.

Tamsin’s fists unclenched, shoulders dropped, and a single tear tracked down her cheek.

Garrick lifted his hand, turned, and walked out of the bakery.

The door closed behind him. The bell above it rang once, a small brass sound that hung in the air and faded.

Silver was waiting on the cobblestones. Tail going. Nose to knee.

They walked back toward the shop.

Tamsin stood in the middle of Elsie’s bakery with a tear cutting down her cheek and the ghost of a hand on her head that she could still feel the way you feel sunlight after you’ve stepped into shade.

She wiped her face with her sleeve. The sleeve came away wet.

“D-Do you think he hates me?” Her voice cracked on the second word. “He didn’t say anything.”

Elsie was already at the cooling rack, transferring cookies to a cloth-lined basket with the steady, automatic rhythm of hands that knew their work so well the rest of the body could attend to other business. She didn’t look up. “Of course not, love.”

“But he just left. He didn’t say ‘it’s fine’ or ‘don’t worry about it’ or ‘you’re forgiven’ or anything. He just put his hand on my head like I was a dog and walked out.”

“He appreciates the words. Every single one of them.” Elsie placed the last cookie in the basket and covered it with the cloth. Then she turned, and her flour-dusted face carried the particular expression of a woman who had spent decades reading people the way she read recipes, by the ingredients they showed and the ones they kept in the back of the cupboard. “He just doesn’t know how to express it. So he stayed quiet. If he had said anything, that would have been worrying.”

Tamsin’s brow furrowed. “How is saying nothing better than saying something?”

“Because the something he’d have said would have been a lie. ‘It’s fine.’ ‘Don’t worry.’ ‘You’re forgiven.’ Those are easy words, love. People hand them out like stale bread, and for a man, words about emotion are rare and usually crystallized in action and the way they handle things around them. To them, words cost nothing and they fill nothing, while action requires them to force themselves to move and act. A tiny sacrifice.” Elsie wiped her hands on her apron, slow, deliberate, the way she did when she was choosing her next sentence with care. “He put his hand on your head and that cost him something. That was real.”

Tamsin rubbed her face again. The flour smeared into a pattern that made her look like a very small, very upset ghost. “Are you sure?”

“Yep. I’m a hundred percent positive.”

Tamsin’s hands found the spring in her pocket. It started turning. The familiar motion, the click-click-click of coiled metal between her fingers, filled the bakery’s quiet the way a heartbeat fills a chest, automatic, necessary, proof of continued function.

She stared at the door Garrick had walked through.

“What is up with men and being blocks of stone?” She threw her free hand in the air. “I can’t read them at all. Him and Brin. Brin forgave me for the sword by patting his hand on my shoulder and saying literally zero words. Garrick forgave me for almost dying by putting his hand on my head and saying literally zero words. Is there a manual? Is there a pamphlet? Did I miss the pamphlet?”

Elsie laughed and it was full and warm and it filled the bakery the way the smell of bread filled the bakery, rising from somewhere deep and spreading outward until it reached the walls and the windows and the flour-dusted corners and the girl standing in the middle of it all with a spring in her hand and tear tracks on her cheeks.

“Oh, love.” Elsie crossed the kitchen and pulled Tamsin into a hug that was one part comfort and two parts flour transfer. “There’s no pamphlet. There never is. You just learn to read the silences. The good ones are warm.” She squeezed once, firm, the kind of squeeze that said you’re here and you’re whole and that’s enough. “His was warm.”

Tamsin’s face was pressed into Elsie’s apron. Her voice came out muffled. “It was, wasn’t it.”

“Mhm.”

The spring turned slower.

The bread rose in the oven.

The cookies cooled in their basket.

And somewhere on the east road, a man walked home with a dog at his heel and a skill notification blinking at the edge of his vision that he dismissed without reading, because the morning’s repairs were done and the oven was fixed and the girl was whole and the words she’d given him were sitting in his chest like a coal banked in a hearth, glowing quietly in a place he hadn’t used in a very long time.

Maybe being ordinary was far more valuable than he ever thought.
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Chapter 13: The Art of Selling Nothing

Three days after the oven incident, Garrick discovered a problem that could not be solved with a hammer, a trowel, a high level masonry sealant, or the accumulated combat experience of a man who had once punched a hole through a mountain path because he needed to kill a Necromancer’s Horde before the sun rose .

People were coming into his shop.

This was, on paper, exactly what he wanted. The hunt had worked. The elk had been eaten, the story had been told, the village had seen Garrick Hallow participate in something communal and normal. Which involved trees, and the result was that Brackenridge had collectively downgraded him from “terrifying stranger who launches lumber” to “terrifying stranger who throws lumber but also sponsors nice events and has a friendly dog,” which was, in the frontier’s social taxonomy, close enough to “neighbor” that people were willing to push open his door and ring his bell and stand in his shopfront and look at his herbs and his tools and his gleaming counter and his cat in its crate and then—

Then they tried to talk to him.

This was the problem.

The first customer of the morning was a woman named Mrs. Hester, who had been in Elsie’s bakery during the oven repair and who had returned, Garrick suspected, less because she needed herbs and more because she had told six people about the man inside the oven and now felt a social obligation to complete the narrative by actually entering his shop and purchasing something.

She browsed the shelves with the slow, circular trajectory of a person who was not looking at the products so much as building up momentum toward a conversation the way a cat builds up momentum toward a lap, one cautious orbit at a time.

“Lovely shop,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“Very clean.”

“Yes.”

“The shelves are nice.”

“They are.”

Mrs. Hester picked up a jar of dried silverleaf, turned it over, read the card, set it back down, picked up a jar of moonpetal, turned it over, read the card, set it back down, and looked at Garrick with the expression of a woman who had thrown multiple conversational ropes and watched all of them fall into a canyon.

“So,” she said, rallying. “Have you been in Brackenridge long?”

“A few weeks.”

“And before that?”

“East.”

“East! How lovely. I have a cousin in—”

“The silverleaf is good for sore throats,” Garrick said, because the silence that was forming between Mrs. Hester’s attempted conversation and his responses had achieved a density that was becoming gravitationally significant. “Three coppers a bundle.”

Mrs. Hester looked at the silverleaf. She looked at Garrick. She looked at the door.

“I’ll think about it,” she said, and left.

The bell rang behind her and the shop was empty again.

Garrick stared at the door.

The second customer arrived twenty minutes later. A farmer named Adrian, whose plough blade Garrick had repaired and whose tool rack Garrick had reorganized and who should, by all reasonable calculations, have been a guaranteed sale.

Adrian entered with the confident stride of a man who knew what he wanted. He walked to the counter, placed both hands flat on the oak, and said, “Morning, Hallow, my wife’s got a cough. Nan said you’d have something.”

“Silverleaf tea. Three coppers. Steep for four minutes, twice a day.”

Garrick placed the bundle on the counter.

Adrian looked at the bundle. He looked at Garrick. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Right. Good. So… how’s the shop treating you?”

“Fine.”

“Getting settled in?”

“Yes.”

“Weather’s been decent.”

“It has.”

Adrian’s hands drummed on the counter. His eyes drifted to the shelves, the window, the cat in the crate, the ceiling, and back to Garrick, completing a full circuit of the room’s available visual stimuli in search of something, anything, that might sustain a conversation that Garrick was allowing to die with the quiet, efficient mercy of a man smothering a candle.

“Well,” Adrian said. “I suppose I’ll—”

“The thornberry is good for joint pain. Five coppers. Your left knee has been bothering you. I noticed the gait when you walked in.”

Adrian’s mouth opened. His hand drifted to his left knee. “How did you—”

“You favor the right leg on the downstep. The compensatory shift puts strain on your lower back, which is why you lean forward when you stand still. Thornberry tincture, twice daily, will reduce the inflammation. The willowbark powder is a supplement. Two coppers.”

Adrian stared at him.

The stare lasted many seconds.

“I’ll just take the silverleaf,” Adrian said, placed three coppers on the counter, and left at a pace that was brisk enough to qualify as a retreat but slow enough to preserve the fiction that he was simply a man with places to be.

The bell rang.

The shop was empty.

Garrick looked at the three coppers on the counter. Then he looked at the seven coppers’ worth of thornberry and willowbark that Adrian had not purchased because Garrick had, in the space of thirty seconds, diagnosed the man’s medical history from his walk, delivered the diagnosis with the bedside manner of a coroner’s report, and made the customer feel less like a person buying herbs and more like a specimen being cataloged.

The third customer was the wife of the man whose hinge Garrick had fixed. She entered, browsed, asked about the lavender, received the answer “It’s lavender” delivered with a completeness that left no room for follow-up, stood in the resulting silence for eleven seconds, and departed.

The fourth customer was a garrison recruit who had been sent by his sergeant to buy willowbark for the barracks medicine chest. The recruit entered, saluted Garrick out of habit, realized Garrick was not his commanding officer, turned red, asked for willowbark, received willowbark, paid for willowbark, and fled. This transaction was, by the standards of the morning, a roaring success, marred only by the fact that the recruit had been under orders and would not have entered the shop voluntarily if the alternative had been latrine duty.

The fifth customer was Corden’s eldest daughter.

She entered with purpose, walked to the counter, and said, “Da wants to know if you sell anything for back pain. He’s been lifting beams all week and his spine’s filing a formal complaint.”

“Thornberry tincture. Five coppers. Apply to the affected area twice daily, or take orally with—”

“How’s business?” she asked.

Garrick’s mouth, which had been in the middle of a dosage instruction, stopped. The question sat between them on the counter like an object neither of them had placed there.

“It’s…” He searched for the word. The word he wanted was “catastrophic.” The word he could use was “quiet.” The word he settled on was: “Developing.”

“Developing.” Corden’s daughter leaned on the counter. She had her father’s eyebrows and her own opinions about load distribution and she was, Garrick realized, attempting to have a conversation with him in the way that normal humans had conversations with other normal humans, which involved the exchange of information that was not strictly transactional and which served a social function that Garrick understood intellectually the way he understood the architecture of a cathedral, he could see the structure, admire the engineering, and had absolutely no idea how to build one from scratch.

“My da says you’re the fastest worker he’s ever seen,” she said. “And he’s been selling timber to builders for thirty years.”

“I appreciate that.”

“He also says you carried a bed frame on one shoulder that takes two of us and a hand cart.”

“Good balance on that frame.”

“He also says you’re terrible at pretending to be normal.”

Garrick’s thumb found his two fingers.

Corden’s daughter grinned. It was her father’s grin, the one that lived behind the mild disapproval and came out on special occasions. “I’ll take the thornberry. And some of that chamomile for my mum. She doesn’t sleep well.”

She paid, took her purchases, and paused at the door. “You know, if you smiled more and diagnosed less, people might stay longer.”

The bell rang.

Garrick stood behind his counter in his empty shop and pressed his thumb against his two fingers hard enough that the joints cracked.

Five customers. One sale to a recruit under orders. One sale to a woman who had offered free advice with her purchase. Three departures that had the aerodynamic profile of escape pods jettisoning from a ship that was technically not sinking but was making everyone aboard deeply uncomfortable.

The herbs sat on the shelves.

The counter gleamed.

Ash purred in the crate, contributing nothing to the commercial enterprise and everything to the ambient atmosphere of judgment.

Silver, in the courtyard, barked once at a butterfly.

Garrick had killed the Demon Lord. He had ripped a dragon in half. He had navigated the political machinations of twelve kingdoms, fifty legions, seven generals, and a Chosen Hero whose ego required its own postcode. He had survived a century and a half of combat, diplomacy, betrayal, loss, and the specific, grinding horror of being the only person in a room who knew how bad things actually were.

He could not sell herbs to a farmer’s wife.

The door opened.

The bell rang with the bright, hopeful chime of a bell that had not yet learned to manage its expectations.

Father Juniper Coil stepped through the doorway carrying his canvas sack of nails and wearing a smile so wide and so luminous that it preceded him into the room by approximately two feet, arriving at the counter before the rest of his body had cleared the threshold.

“Mr. Hallow! Good morning! What a magnificent day! The sun is out, the shrine roof is holding, which I attribute to the new shakes and absolutely not to any blessings I may or may not have applied when no one was looking, and I thought I’d pop in to see how—” He stopped. His kind eyes moved across the empty shopfront, the undisturbed herb jars, the counter with its five lonely coppers, and Garrick’s face, which was wearing an expression that Juniper’s pastoral training immediately categorized as spiritual distress, subcategory: vocational.

“Ah,” Juniper said. “What’s wrong?”

“I can’t talk to people, Father.”

Juniper set the nail sack on the counter and clasped his hands. “Nonsense! You’re talking to me right now. Very competently, I might add with full sentences, appropriate volume, eye contact—well, eye-adjacent contact, which is close enough for us townsfolk.”

“I can’t talk to customers. They come in, they browse, they try to have a conversation, and I—” Garrick gestured at the empty shop. The gesture encompassed the shelves, the herbs, the bell, the door, and the vast, echoing absence of anyone willing to exchange money for goods in a room that contained him. “I answer their questions and they leave.”

“You answer their questions! Excellent! That’s the foundation of—”

“I answer their questions and nothing else. A woman asked me how long I’d been in Brackenridge and I said ‘a few weeks’ and then I said nothing and she said nothing and we stood here in a silence so thick you could have plastered a wall with it.”

Juniper’s smile dimmed by a quarter-candle, recalibrated, and returned at three-quarter power. “Well. Small talk is… it’s a skill, Mr. Hallow. Like carpentry or prayer. Or—” His eyes brightened with the specific luminosity of a man who had just connected two ideas and was about to connect them out loud whether anyone wanted him to or not. “Like preaching!”

Garrick’s stomach twisted on itself.

“Yes! Preaching! The art of engaging an audience, of drawing them in, making them feel seen and heard and valued! It’s the same principle, Mr. Hallow. When I stand at the pulpit on a Friday morning and I look out at the congregation, I don’t simply recite scripture. I connect with the people. I find the thread that runs between the word of God and the life of the person sitting in the fifth line who hasn’t slept because her goat is sick, and I weave that thread into a tapestry of meaning that makes her feel that the divine is not distant but present, here, now, in the pew, beside the goat—”

“Father.”

“—and the goat, insofar as goats can participate in theological discourse, which is debatable but not impossible, because the Lord made goats for a reason and the reason may well be—”

“Father.”

Juniper’s hands, which had been conducting an invisible orchestra of pastoral enthusiasm, paused mid-gesture. “Yes?”

“I don’t think my customers want a sermon.”

“Everyone wants a sermon, Mr. Hallow. They simply don’t know it yet.” Juniper pulled the stool from behind the counter, sat on it with the comfortable authority of a man who had claimed pulpits in larger rooms, and folded his hands on his knee. “Let me demonstrate. I’ll be the customer and… you be you.”

“I am me.”

“Wonderful, you’re already in character. Now.” Juniper stood, walked to the door, turned around, and walked back in with a gait that was meant to suggest a casual browser but which suggested, instead, a priest who had been told to walk casually and was treating the instruction as a challenge. “Good morning! What a lovely shop! Tell me, my good man, what brings you to the noble profession of herbalism?”

Garrick stared at him. “No one talks like that.”

“I talk like that.”

“You’re a priest.”

“And priests are people! People who buy herbs! Now, answer the question. What brings you to herbalism?”

Garrick’s jaw worked. “I… sell herbs.”

“Yes, but why? What’s the story? The journey? The calling that led you from wherever you were to this counter in this village? People don’t buy herbs, Mr. Hallow. People buy stories and sermons! They buy the feeling that the person selling them chamomile has a reason for selling chamomile that goes beyond the chamomile itself. They want to know that you care about the chamomile.”

“I do care about the chamomile.”

“Then tell them! Tell them about the chamomile! Where it grows, how it’s harvested, what it smells like in the field at dawn when the dew is still on the petals and the Lord’s light is breaking over the—”

“Father, if I tell a farmer’s wife about dawn dew and the Lord’s light, she’s going to back out of the shop and tell Nan I’ve joined a cult.”

Juniper’s mouth opened, closed, opened again, and settled into a shape that was halfway between a rebuttal and a concession. His hands found each other inside his sleeves. “Perhaps… perhaps the theological framing could be… adjusted slightly. For a commercial context.”

“Yes, slightly.”

“The core principle remains sound! Engagement! Connection! Making the customer feel that they are not merely purchasing a product but participating in a—”

The door opened.

The bell rang.

Nan Sallow entered carrying nothing, which meant she was carrying information, which was heavier than anything that came in a basket. Her half-smile was at full deployment. Her silver hair caught the morning light. Her eyes swept the shop, found Juniper on the stool, found Garrick behind the counter, and performed a rapid assessment that took approximately one second and produced conclusions that would have taken a lesser intelligence several minutes.

Tamsin followed two steps behind.

She slipped through the door with a quiet, focused energy of a person who had somewhere specific to be and something specific to do and was not going to explain either of those things until she was ready. She carried no spring and hands were empty. She crossed the shopfront without a word, found the upturned crate in the corner near the courtyard doorway, sat down on it, and fixed her gaze on Garrick.

The gaze was steady, unblinking, and carried the weight of someone who had recently learned something they couldn’t unknow and was in the process of recalibrating their entire understanding of the person sitting across from them.

Garrick did not look at her.

He had not looked at her for three days.

This was not because he hadn’t noticed the staring. He had noticed the staring the way a lighthouse notices the sea, it was constant, directional, and impossible to ignore while being absolutely essential to ignore, because acknowledging the staring would invite questions, and the questions would invite answers, and the answers would invite a conversation that Garrick was not prepared to have with an eighteen-year-old who had, at some point in the last seventy-two hours, scanned Elsie’s oven with whatever inspection capability she possessed and discovered that the bread coming out of it was infused with properties that bread was not supposed to have and that ovens were not supposed to bestow and that shopkeepers who repaired ovens were not supposed to be capable of creating.

Tamsin stared.

Garrick did not look.

Nan leaned against the counter and surveyed the scene. “Juniper, love, what are you teaching him?”

“The art of customer engagement! Through the lens of pastoral communication and the—”

“He’s teaching me to preach,” Garrick said.

Nan’s half-smile tightened at one corner. She turned to Juniper with the measured patience of a woman who had spent decades managing people who meant well and executed poorly. “Juniper. Sweetheart. You are a wonderful priest and a terrible salesman. The last time you tried to sell raffle tickets for the shrine roof fund, you gave a fifteen-minute homily about the spiritual significance of community investment and sold three tickets, two of which were to yourself.”

Juniper’s hands emerged from his sleeves. “The homily was well-received!”

“The homily cleared the room. Mrs. Hester told me she felt like she’d been enrolled in a seminary.” Nan straightened and turned to Garrick. “Right. Show me what you’ve been doing. I’ll be the customer.”

She walked to the door, turned, and walked back in.

Her walk was different from Juniper’s. Where Juniper had performed casual browsing like a man reading stage directions for the first time, Nan walked in the way actual customers walked in, slightly uncertain, slightly curious, eyes moving across the shelves with the quick, evaluative flicker of someone who was deciding whether this shop deserved their time and their coppers.

She stopped at the silverleaf. Picked up a jar and turned it.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning,” Garrick said.

“Nice shop.”

“Thank you.”

Nan set the jar down. “This is where you’re losing them.”

“I said thank you.”

“You said thank you and then you built a wall out of silence and stood behind it. ‘Thank you’ is a full stop. You need a comma.” She picked the jar up again. “Try again. I say ‘nice shop.’ You say…”

“Thank you, Lena helped me find the place.”

Nan blinked. Her half-smile shifted into something warmer. “See? That’s a comma. You’ve given me something to respond to. Now I say, ‘Oh, Lena’s got good taste,’ and you say…”

Garrick’s thumb pressed against his two fingers. “She does, the herbs are from the eastern ranges. Good soil out there.”

“Better. You’ve opened a door. I can walk through it or I can browse, but either way I’m not standing in a silence that makes me want to check whether you’re actually alive or just a very convincing scarecrow.” Nan set the jar down and crossed her arms. “The trick isn’t talking more, love. It’s talking back. People throw you a rope. You catch it. You don’t have to climb it. You just have to hold on long enough that they feel the tension.”

“Ropes,” Garrick said.

“Metaphorical ropes.”

“I understood the metaphor.”

“Good. Now, the other thing.” Nan’s eyes narrowed. “You diagnosed Adrian’s knee from his walk… He told me on the way back to his farm.”

“It was obvious.”

“It was terrifying. You looked at a man buying cough medicine for his wife and told him his skeleton was failing. That’s not customer service. That’s an ambush.” She held up a finger. “Rule one: never tell a customer something about their body that they didn’t ask about. If they want a diagnosis, they’ll ask. If they don’t ask, they want silverleaf and a pleasant exchange and to leave feeling like a person and not a patient.”

“But the thornberry would help his—”

“Rule two: recommendations come after trust. You build trust by catching ropes, not by performing medical examinations on people who came in for tea.”

Juniper, still on the stool, raised a tentative hand. “Insofar as I might contribute—”

“You may not,” Nan said.

Juniper’s hand lowered.

“Rule three,” Nan continued, turning back to Garrick. “Ask a question. Any question about them, their day, their family, or the weather if you’re desperate. People love talking about themselves. It’s the one subject everyone’s an expert in. You ask, they talk, they relax, and relaxed people buy things. Tense people flee.”

“I’ve been making people tense.”

“You’ve been making people feel like they’re being interviewed for a position they didn’t apply for.” Nan patted the counter. “Again. From the top.”

She walked to the door. Turned. Walked back in. “Morning!”

“Morning. How’s the inn treating you today?”

Nan’s eyebrows rose. “Better. Much better. See how easy that was? I feel acknowledged. I feel like you care about my day. I don’t care that you don’t actually care about my day—”

“I do care about your day.”

“—the point is the gesture. The gesture is the bridge. Now I say, ‘Oh, busy morning, five new guests from the north road,’ and you say…”

“Travelers from the north? They’ll want something for the road dust. The chamomile tea is good for that. Settles the throat.”

Nan’s half-smile reached her eyes. “And now I’m thinking about chamomile. I wasn’t thinking about chamomile when I walked in. I was thinking about my five guests and my busy morning. You took my rope, held it, and walked me to a shelf. That’s selling, love.”

Garrick’s thumb relaxed against his fingers.

“Again,” Nan said.

They practiced.

Nan played seven different customers in twelve minutes, cycling through personalities with the fluid, chameleonic ease of a woman who had spent forty years reading people across a bar and could reproduce any of them from memory. She was the nervous first-timer who needed reassurance. She was the chatty regular who wanted to gossip. She was the gruff farmer who communicated in grunts and expected grunts in return. She was the mother with seven children pulling at her skirt who needed efficiency, not conversation. She was the old man who didn’t need herbs at all but needed someone to listen to a story about his late wife’s garden.

Garrick caught ropes.

He did so clumsily at first, his responses arriving a half-beat too late, his questions landing with the slightly mechanical precision of a man following instructions rather than instincts. But the rhythm came. Slowly, unevenly, the way a new skill always came to him, not through talent, which he had in catastrophic surplus, but through the grinding, deliberate repetition of doing a thing badly until the badly became adequate and the adequate became passable and the passable became something that might, if the light was right and the customer was patient, pass for natural.

Juniper watched from the stool with his hands clasped and his kind eyes bright.

Twice he opened his mouth to suggest a theological angle.

Twice Nan’s gaze found him and his mouth closed.

Tamsin watched from her crate.

Her eyes never left Garrick.

The staring had not diminished. If anything, it had intensified over the time of practice, acquiring layers the way a painting acquires layers, each pass of observation adding depth and detail to whatever picture she was assembling in her head. She sat with her hands on her knees, fingers still, spring absent, jaw set, and the look on her face was the look of a person solving an equation whose answer kept getting larger.

Garrick did not look at her.

The bell rang.

A real customer walked in. Not Nan in costume. A real, actual, copper-carrying human being who had pushed open the door of Hallow’s Repairs & Remedies of their own volition and was now standing in the shopfront with the tentative, hopeful posture of someone entering a room they hadn’t been sure they were welcome in.

It was the wife of the man whose hinge Garrick had fixed.

The one who had asked about the lavender and received “It’s lavender” and departed.

She was back.

She stood near the door, fingers wrapped around the strap of her market bag, eyes moving across the shelves.

Nan stepped sideways, melting into the background with the practiced invisibility of a woman who understood that the performance was over and the real show was starting.

Garrick’s hands found the counter. His thumb twitched toward his two fingers and he stopped it.

“Morning,” he said. “Good to see you again.”

The woman’s grip on her bag strap loosened by a fraction. “Morning, Mr. Hallow. I was… I was in the area and I thought I’d have another look at that lavender.”

“The dried bundles are on the second shelf. Good for sleep, or just for the scent. My favorite use is in a sachet under the pillow, keeps the linen smelling fresh through the week.”

The woman’s eyebrows lifted. She crossed to the shelf and picked up a bundle. “Under the pillow? My mother used to do that.”

“Smart woman.”

“She was.” The woman turned the bundle in her hands. “How much?”

“Two coppers.”

“I’ll take two bundles.” She paused, the way people pause when a door has opened and they’re deciding whether to walk through it. “And… do you have anything for headaches? My husband’s been getting them since the weather turned.”

“Willowbark powder. Two coppers. Mix a pinch into warm water, morning and evening.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all it takes.”

She bought two bundles of lavender and a packet of willowbark powder. Six coppers. She placed them on the counter and Garrick placed the herbs in a cloth bag and handed it across and their fingers didn’t touch and the transaction was clean and simple and ordinary and it was, by every metric that mattered, a sale.

A real sale.

To a real customer who had come in of her own free will and left with herbs she wanted and a smile she hadn’t been wearing when she’d entered.

The bell rang behind her.

Garrick looked at the six coppers on the counter.

He looked at Nan.

Nan’s half-smile was at maximum deployment, crow’s feet deep enough to plant seeds in, eyes bright with satisfaction.

He looked at Juniper, who was beaming from the stool with radiance.

He looked at the coppers again.

“I want to throw a party,” Garrick said.

Nan’s smile collapsed into a groan. “Absolutely not.”

“A small one.”

“We just had the hunt. My back still hurts from the elk. My ledger still hurts from the gambling I wasn’t allowed to do. My soul still hurts from Lena’s five folders.”

Juniper raised a hand. “I, too, must confess that my enthusiasm for organized gatherings has been… temporarily depleted. The hunt was wonderful! Truly! But the blessing I prepared for the elk took me a few days to compose and I delivered it to an audience that was primarily interested in whether the meat was done, and the emotional toll of—”

“No parties,” Nan said. “Not for six months. Minimum.”

Garrick stood behind his counter with six coppers and a surplus of celebratory energy that had nowhere to go. His thumb found his two fingers. He pressed once, released, and reached beneath the counter.

The tin was large, round, and had been sitting beneath the counter for two days, replenished each morning by Elsie Bramble, who had been delivering cookies to Garrick’s shop in batches so large and so frequent that the deliveries had taken on the character of a military resupply operation. The first batch had arrived the morning after the oven repair, carried by Elsie herself, who had set the tin on the counter and said, “For the oven,” and left before Garrick could object. The second batch had arrived the following afternoon. The third that evening. The fourth the next morning.

Garrick had eaten cookies for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Tamsin had eaten cookies between sword drills. Silver had eaten cookies that Garrick had determined were safe for dogs, which was most of them, because Elsie’s cookies contained butter, flour, sugar, and vanilla, and none of these ingredients were toxic to canines, though the quantity Silver consumed suggested he was testing the upper limits of this theory. Ash had eaten one cookie, found it acceptable, eaten a second, found it redundant, and returned to the crate to sleep off the experience.

The tin was still full.

The oven, it turned out, was very productive.

Garrick set the tin on the counter and removed the lid.

The smell hit the room like a warm front moving through a cold landscape. Butter and vanilla and the faint, herbal undertone of nature-element mana that Elsie’s oven now imparted to everything it baked, a quality that made the cookies taste like cookies that had been baked in a forest by someone who understood that the best ingredients were the ones the earth provided without being asked.

Nan’s protest died mid-formation. Her nostrils flared. Her half-smile, which had been set to refusal, recalibrated to negotiation.

Juniper’s hands emerged from his sleeves and hovered over the tin like a man warming himself at a fire.

Tamsin’s stare broke for the first time in three days. Her head turned toward the tin. Her nostrils did the same thing Nan’s had done, and her jaw, which had been set in the rigid configuration of a person maintaining a vigil, softened.

“Elsie’s?” Nan asked.

“Elsie’s.”

“From the new oven?”

Garrick said nothing. He pushed the tin forward.

Nan took a cookie. She bit into it. Her eyes closed. The half-smile vanished entirely, replaced by an expression that had no social function and no performative element and existed purely in the territory of a woman experiencing something that her taste buds were not prepared for and her brain was still processing.

She chewed and swallowed. Then opened her eyes.

“What did you do to that oven?”

“I fixed it.”

“You fixed it?”

“The firebrick was cracked and the baffle plate was misaligned. Standard repair.”

Nan looked at the cookie. She looked at Garrick. She took another bite, and the look she gave him over the top of the cookie was the look of a woman who had been collecting information about Garrick Hallow since the night he’d walked through her door in the rain and who had just added a piece to the collection that made several other pieces click into place.

She said nothing about it.

She ate the cookie.

Juniper took four.

He ate the first two with his eyes closed and his lips moving in what might have been a prayer or might have been the involuntary response of a man whose mouth had encountered flavors it wanted to catalogue before they disappeared. He ate the second more slowly, savoring, turning the cookie in his fingers and examining the texture the way he examined roof beams, with care, with attention, with the quiet hope that this one would hold.

The fourth he tucked into his robe pocket. “For later. The Lord teaches us to plan ahead, insofar as planning ahead involves baked goods, which I believe it does, though the scriptural basis is admittedly thin.”

Tamsin crossed from her crate to the counter. She reached for the tin. Her hand passed within six inches of Garrick’s arm and she did not flinch, did not hesitate, did not look at him with the searching, recalculating stare she had been maintaining for seventy-two hours. She took a cookie, bit into it, and chewed with the focused, mechanical rhythm of a person fueling a body that had been running on adrenaline and questions and not enough food.

She took a second cookie.

A third.

She ate standing at the counter, shoulder-to-shoulder with Nan, across from Juniper, in a shop that had made its first real sale ten minutes ago and was now hosting an impromptu gathering that was, Garrick reflected, exactly the kind of party he’d wanted, small, unplanned, and built from cookies and the company of people who had, without being asked and without any formal agreement, become the architecture of his ordinary life.

The door exploded open.

The bell rang with a violence that suggested the bell had been assaulted rather than activated.

Tommy hit the shopfront at full speed, knees muddy, face flushed, eyes incandescent. Behind him, the tall girl with the gap in her teeth, the wall girl, and the bread-nose boy poured through the doorway in a formation that was less “entering a shop” and more “breaching a fortification.”

“I smell cookies,” Tommy announced, at a volume that made Ash open both eyes in the crate and flatten one ear.

“Inside voice, Tommy,” Nan said.

“I smell cookies with my inside nose.”

Elsie appeared in the doorway behind them, flour-dusted, slightly out of breath, carrying a fresh tin that she had clearly been in the process of delivering when the children had detected the existing tin through whatever arcane sensory apparatus children possessed that allowed them to locate baked goods through walls, across streets, and possibly across dimensional boundaries.

She set the fresh tin beside the first one. “I see you’ve opened the reserves.”

“First real sale I closed,” Garrick said.

Elsie’s laugh lines deepened. She looked at the six coppers on the counter, at the empty cloth bag where the lavender and willowbark had been, at Nan and Juniper and Tamsin and the four children who were already reaching for the open tin with hands that moved at speeds suggesting they had been training for this moment their entire lives.

“Well,” Elsie said, and wiped her hands on her apron, and the flour left prints on the fabric like small white flags of surrender. “About time, love.”

Garrick distributed cookies.

He handed them out one at a time, and the children took them with the grabbing, unselfish-conscious greed of small humans who had not yet learned to pretend they didn’t want things, and Nan took hers with the dignified restraint of a woman who was on her fourth cookie and intended to maintain the fiction that she was on her second, and Juniper took another and tucked it into his other robe pocket, building a strategic reserve that would see him through vespers, and Tamsin took two more and ate them standing at the counter with her shoulder against the shelf and her eyes, finally, looking at the cookies instead of at Garrick.

Silver appeared from the courtyard, drawn by the sound of children and the smell of butter, and received a cookie from Tommy, who broke it in half and gave the larger half to the dog and the smaller half to himself, which was, Garrick noted, the first time Tommy had voluntarily given anyone a larger portion of anything, and which Silver acknowledged by licking Tommy’s entire face in a single, comprehensive stroke that left the boy sputtering and laughing and reaching for another cookie to repeat the transaction.

Ash watched from the crate.

The cat’s amber eyes tracked the cookies, the children, the dog, the crumbs accumulating on the counter, and the general state of the shopfront, which had gone from empty and silent to full and loud in the space of fifteen minutes. Ash’s tail flicked a few times. The cat stood, stretched with the slow, full-body extension of a creature that had been resting and had decided, on its own schedule and for its own reasons, to participate.

It stepped out of the crate, crossed the counter, and sat directly in front of the open tin.

It looked at Garrick.

Garrick broke a cookie into small pieces and placed them on the counter in a neat line.

Ash ate one piece. Considered it. Ate a second. The tail settled. The purring started, low and steady, filling the space beneath the laughter and the chewing and the bell that rang once more as another customer, a real one, pushed through the door and found a shop full of people and cookies and noise and a cat on the counter and a dog licking a child and a priest with cookie crumbs in his beard and an innkeeper on her fifth cookie and a teenager eating her sixth and a baker covered in flour and four children covered in everything and a shopkeeper behind the counter who looked up and said—

“Morning. Welcome to Hallow’s. The chamomile’s on the second shelf and the cookies are free.”

The customer stayed.
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Epilogue: Ordinary

The autumn came to Brackenridge the way autumn comes to all places that have earned it, which is to say slowly, and then all at once, and then with a kind of golden permanence that made you suspect it had always been autumn and everything before it had been a rough draft.

The leaves turned in the unhurried manner of things that had been green for a very long time and had decided, collectively and without consulting anyone, that green was finished and gold was next and anyone who disagreed could take it up with the oak trees, who were not accepting correspondence on the matter.

Garrick Hallow stood on his roof.

He was not repairing it. The roof did not need repairing. The roof was, thanks to cedar shakes laid by his hands and Brin’s steady patience and a quantity of roofing nails donated by a priest whose blessings destroyed everything they touched except, apparently, the man’s capacity for kindness, the soundest roof in Brackenridge. Rain hit it and slid off. Wind hit it and went around. The Grennick goat had attempted to climb it twice and failed both times, which represented the only two failures the goat had experienced in its entire career of vertical trespass and which Garrick treasured with a pettiness he felt no need to examine.

He was on the roof because the roof was the highest point on the eastern road, and from the roof he could see the village.

All of it.

The main road with its uneven cobblestones running from the broken gate, which was still broken, to the garrison gate, which was still garrisoned. The well at the center, where three women were drawing water and conducting a conversation that Garrick could hear perfectly and chose not to, because the conversation was about him and the content was flattering and flattery made him want to reorganize a tool rack. The bakery with its chimney breathing a steady column of smoke that smelled of bread and butter and the faint, impossible undertone of a forest that had gotten into the oven and refused to leave. The shrine with its patched roof and its leaky font and its priest who blessed things that didn’t need blessing and loved people who didn’t know how to ask for it. The smithy with its orange glow and its quiet anchor and the sound of Brin’s hammer falling in a rhythm that was less metalwork and more heartbeat. The Sallow’s Rest with its green door and its warm windows and its innkeeper who knew everything about everyone and used the knowledge the way a good shepherd uses a crook—to guide, gather, and occasionally to hook someone by the ankle and drag them back to where they belonged.

The garrison, where Captain Rusk Varrin was drilling his soldiers in the yard and eating cookies from a tin he kept in his desk drawer and sleeping, Garrick suspected, slightly better than he had been sleeping a month ago, though the improvement was marginal and the cookie consumption was not.

The Reeve’s Office, where Lena Quill was writing something that would require a signature, a stamp, and the quiet surrender of whoever’s name appeared on the form.

The timber yard. The chandler. The tanner and his assault on noses. The cobbler-who-also-sold-cheese. The dry-goods store. The hardware stall near the garrison gate where the woman had once whispered try telling them it’s for furniture and started a chain of deception that had ended with Garrick owning a Bureaucratic Endurance skill he had never wanted and would never stop leveling.

Brackenridge.

A frontier village with a cracked wall, a broken gate, a goat problem, a leaking shrine, a garrison that had recently survived aerial lumber, and a population of roughly four hundred people who argued about permits, bet on elk, fed each other without being asked, and treated paperwork as both a weapon and a love language.

It was, by every objective measure, unremarkable.

Garrick sat on the ridge beam and let his legs hang over the edge and watched the smoke rise from the chimneys and the leaves fall from the oaks and the light turn gold across the rooftops, and he felt something settle in his chest that had been unsettled for a very long time.

Not peace, exactly.

Peace was a word for people who had finished something. Garrick hadn’t finished anything. The shop needed stock rotation. The quarterly tax filing was due in six weeks. Lena had sent him a reminder about the garrison repair permit, which was still working its way through the regional office in Iron Gate City, where a man named Fenwick was presumably sharpening his pencil and preparing to reject it. The goat was still at large. Tamsin was still staring at him with an intensity that suggested she was four clues away from solving a puzzle he very much needed to remain unsolved. And the System was still pinging him with notifications, though the cascade had slowed to a trickle now—twelve demons here, forty there, the last threads of a network that was almost, almost, almost done unraveling.

Congratulations!

47 Demons killed in the Northern Wastes (Cascade Event — Final Phase)

188 Experience Earned!

He dismissed it.

The numbers were small now. The war was ending the way wars actually end, quietly, in places no one was watching, with numbers too small to make the histories and too large to mean nothing.

Below him, the shop door opened.

Tamsin emerged into the courtyard carrying the wooden sword and a mug of tea that she set on the wall before beginning her drills. Her footwork had improved. The weight sat lower in her hips now, the transitions were smoother, and the sword moved through its arcs with a fluidity that hadn’t been there three weeks ago. She was still raw. Still fast where she should be patient, still gripping too hard on the recovery stroke. But the bones of something real were forming beneath the roughness, the way a building’s shape emerges from scaffolding if you stand back far enough to see it.

Silver watched her from his spot by the courtyard door, chin on paws, tail sweeping a metronome arc through the flagstone dust. He barked once when she completed a particularly clean lunge—the greeting bark, the someone is doing something and I have decided it is wonderful bark—and Tamsin grinned without breaking form, which was new, because grinning and sword work occupied different departments in most people’s brains and Tamsin was learning to run them simultaneously.

Brin appeared at the courtyard gate.

He carried no tools. He leaned against the gatepost and watched Tamsin drill, and his almost-smile arrived and stayed, and after a minute he said, “Softer on the wrist,” and Tamsin adjusted, and Brin nodded once, and the nod contained more instruction than most people’s paragraphs.

Juniper came up the east road carrying his canvas sack. The sack clinked. It always clinked. Garrick had stopped questioning the shrine’s apparently infinite nail surplus and had begun to suspect that Juniper was running a nail-based economy that existed outside the normal channels of commerce and operated on principles that were part theological, part logistical, and part the simple, stubborn need of a kind man to have a reason to visit.

Juniper entered the courtyard, set the sack on the wall, and immediately began telling Brin about a crack he’d found in the shrine’s vestry floor, and Brin listened, and Juniper’s hands moved through the air describing the crack’s dimensions and trajectory and spiritual implications, and Brin said, “I’ll look at it tomorrow,” and Juniper’s face lit up like a lantern being given a match.

Elsie arrived carrying a basket.

The basket contained stew.

The stew contained everything.

She set it on the courtyard wall and began distributing bowls that she had brought because she always brought bowls, because Elsie Bramble had looked at the sky that morning, or the flour, or the particular quality of the autumn light, and had concluded that Garrick’s courtyard would contain exactly this many people at exactly this time and had packed accordingly.

Nan materialized.

She had not walked to the courtyard. She had simply been elsewhere and then been here, half-smile deployed, silver hair catching the late afternoon gold, a cloth appearing in her hand from the pocket dimension where innkeepers stored their cleaning supplies and their secrets. She wiped the courtyard wall, sat on it, accepted a bowl from Elsie, and began eating while watching everyone else eat with the satisfied, proprietary gaze of a woman surveying a room she had built from gossip and stew and the quiet, persistent refusal to let people be alone when they didn’t need to be.

“Budge up,” Elsie said to Brin, who budged.

“Lovely evening,” Juniper said to no one and everyone.

“Eat your stew, Father,” Nan said.

Tamsin sat on her crate with her bowl balanced on her knee and the wooden sword across her lap and Silver pressed against her shins. She ate fast, the way she did everything, and when the bowl was empty she held it in both hands and looked into it the way people look into fires.

Ash emerged from the shop.

The cat crossed the courtyard with the slow, imperial gait of a creature attending a function it had not been invited to and did not require an invitation for. It passed Juniper, who reached down. The cat sidestepped. It passed Brin, who did not reach. The cat flicked an ear. It passed Nan, who said, “Your majesty,” and received a chirp. It passed Elsie, who set a saucer of stew broth on the flagstones without being asked.

Ash sniffed the saucer. Ate. Approved.

Then the cat crossed to Silver.

Silver’s tail stopped.

His ears went flat. His body tensed. His eyes, brown-gold and enormous, tracked the approaching grey shape with the wary, traumatized vigilance of a dog who had been smacked on the hindquarters by this particular grey shape on multiple occasions and who had learned, through painful repetition, that proximity to the cat was a gamble whose odds Nan would have set at approximately even and whose payoff was either tolerance or violence.

Ash stopped beside Silver.

The cat sat.

Silver’s tail twitched a few times.

Ash leaned sideways, slowly, and pressed its grey flank against Silver’s ribs.

Silver froze.

Every muscle in his body locked. His eyes went wide. His tail, which had been twitching, stopped entirely, suspended in mid-air at a forty-five-degree angle, caught between the competing signals of joy and terror and is this a trap and I think this might not be a trap and oh God what if it’s a trap.

Ash closed its eyes.

The purring started.

Silver’s tail descended. It touched the flagstones. It moved, once, a single tentative sweep through the dust.

Then faster.

Then faster still.

Then Silver’s entire rear half was involved, and his tongue was out, and his head turned toward Ash with an expression of such bewildered, trembling, incandescent happiness that Tamsin put her hand over her mouth and Elsie’s eyes went bright and Nan’s half-smile cracked into something wider and Juniper clasped his hands and whispered something that was either a prayer or a commentary on interspecies diplomacy.

Brin said nothing.

Brin’s almost-smile arrived fully, for the second time in recorded history.

Garrick watched from the roof.

He watched the courtyard fill with the people who had, without planning it, without signing a form or filing a permit or receiving approval from a regional office in Iron Gate City, become the structure of his days. The joists and the beams and the shakes and the nails. The mortar between the stones.

He watched Elsie feed Tamsin a second bowl and Tamsin accept it without argument, which was new. He watched Brin test the weight of a cookie in his palm and eat it with the slow, evaluative attention he gave to everything. He watched Juniper bless the stew and Nan pretend not to notice and Lena Quill appear at the courtyard gate with a folder and a pencil and a look that said I am here for compliance purposes and sit on the wall beside Nan and accept a bowl and eat it and say nothing and let the pencil rest.

He watched Silver press closer to Ash, and Ash allow it, and the purring grow louder, and the tail sweep wider, and the two of them sit together on the flagstones in the golden light like a small, improbable, fur-covered argument for the possibility that things which had been alone could choose not to be.

The blue text flickered at the edge of his vision.

Congratulations!

Cascade Event Complete.

Final Tally: 1,347,209 Demons Eliminated (Attributed)

The Demon Lord’s Network Has Fully Collapsed.

No further notifications will be issued regarding this event.

Thank you for your service.

…

The System wishes you a pleasant evening.

Garrick read it with a smile.

He read it a third time, because the words no further notifications had a weight to them that he hadn’t expected, a finality that sat in his chest beside the settling thing and pressed against it and made it larger. For weeks the notifications had been arriving, blue flickers in the dark, cheerful little reports from a war that refused to end, and he had dismissed them and dismissed them and dismissed them, and now they were done, and the dismissing was done, and the war was done, and the last thread of the Demon Lord’s network had snapped somewhere in a place Garrick would never see, and the System had filed its final report, and the clerk had closed the office, and the building was dark.

He dismissed the notification.

It was the last one he would ever need to dismiss for some time.

The evening settled over Brackenridge. Chimney smoke rose straight in the still air. The shrine bell rang once—Juniper tilted his head, counted it, filed it. The children’s voices carried from somewhere distant, Tommy’s loudest among them, telling a story that had grown to include forty dragons and an army of skeleton elk and a sword made of two lightnings, because one lightning was no longer sufficient for the narrative’s requirements.

Garrick climbed down from the roof.

He entered the courtyard and Elsie handed him a bowl without comment and Nan poured him a drink without asking and Juniper smiled at him and Brin nodded at him and Tamsin looked at him, really looked, and then looked away, and the looking away was new, and the looking away meant she had decided, for now, to stop solving the puzzle and start sitting beside it.

Lena’s pencil tapped three times against her knee. She opened the folder, glanced at it, closed it, and set it on the wall. “The garrison repair permit came through.”

Garrick looked at her. “Fenwick approved it?”

“Fenwick rejected it. I overruled him.”

“You can do that?”

“I can do anything, Mr. Hallow. I have a stamp.”

Silver pressed his nose against Garrick’s knee.

Ash, still leaning against Silver’s ribs, opened one eye, assessed Garrick’s return, and closed it.

Garrick sat on his crate.

He ate his stew.

The stew was warm and the bread was fresh and the cheese was sharp and the evening was gold and the people around him were talking and laughing and arguing about whether Brin or Varrin would have won the wrestling match if Varrin hadn’t been holding back, which Brin knew and Varrin denied and everyone else suspected, and the argument would never be settled because settling it would end the argument and the argument was the point.

The stars came out.

They came out the way they always did, one at a time and then all at once, filling the sky above Brackenridge with a light that was ancient and indifferent and beautiful, and Garrick looked up at them and they did not glow blue and they did not flicker with text and they did not congratulate him or thank him or wish him a pleasant evening.

They were just stars.

He looked down at the courtyard. At the crate beneath him and the flagstones beneath the crate and the building around the courtyard and the village around the building and the people, his people, the ones who had walked into his life carrying nails and stew and bread and forms and cookies and a wooden sword and a canvas sack and a half-smile and a blessed walking stick and a quiet nod and a spring that turned in nervous fingers and a tail that never stopped wagging.

Ash purred.

Silver’s tail swept the flagstones.

The roof did not leak.

Garrick Hallow finished his stew, set the bowl down, and stayed exactly where he was.


Thank You

If you’ve read and enjoyed the book, please leave a review and share with family and friends.

Please follow the link back to the Amazon Page and show the author some love.

Each review/rating individually may seem small, but they all help to keep the author producing more creative works and fantastic stories!

Don’t forget to let your family and friends know!

Join the Authors Patreon for early access chapters/book!

Sincerely,

SeanS3r3s


Ancient Being Predecessor of the Primordial Era: OP MC Cultivation LitRPG

Ancient Being Predecessor of the Primordial Era: OP MC Cultivation LitRPG

Being mistaken for an Ancient Predecessor usually results in heavenly benefits. Not for James Anderson.


After being thrown into an isolated training realm, he is quick to figure out that there is no tutorial. No guidance. No ancient being to fully unlock his system. For eons he remains stuck by himself. Only system notifications and rewards appearing out of thin air keep him from going insane.

But even that eventually stops working.

Standing at the precipice of the Isolated Realm, he closes his eyes and jumps.

A tear in reality opens under his feet, unbeknownst to him. It dumps him into a cultivation world gone awry. Demons and evil cultivators now dominate the world. Righteous sects and clans hole up in caves and array-defended mountain peaks.

Why do they hide? Well, let’s just say James has something to do with it.

Follow James Anderson, or is it Yin Hu, as he is dragged into petty squabbles and the lives of the last remaining Hu Family members; Hu Shui and Hu Jun.

Will he achieve his ultimate dream? Will there finally be his dream lady to pamper him after eons of struggling? Or maybe he should begin a harem-chasing adventure?

Follow James (Yin Hu) as he navigates the world with the belief he isn’t that strong.


Titan Rift Book one: OP MC LitRPG

Titan Rift Book one: OP MC LitRPG

What happens when the strongest being to walk the universe drops into your world like a meteor?

Aethernus Vhal has a single mission: protect humanity as the point of the blade. For ten thousand years, his Great Crusade against enemies capable of destroying galaxies marches on without pause.

Until the day it doesn’t.

While killing a False Deity that has corrupted an entire solar system of humanity, Aethernus is launched out of his universe through a feat that has far more luck than skill behind it.

Now he finds himself in a new world with new rules.

Humans still exist, but they are governed by a strange System, led by Watchers, and buried beneath a bureaucratic hellhole of rules, laws, regulations, and fixed roles for everything they can touch. It is a constant headache for someone whose entire life has been focused on killing things before they can kill humans.

Follow Aethernus Vhal as he learns this new System, creates his own magic and spells, deals with rift spawns pouring from wounds in the sky, navigates politics and March Laws, kills titan-sized monsters, and uncovers hidden functions of a System he intends to use to its full potential.

Or maybe it’s time for him to finally take a break.

After all, dealing with politics might be worse than fighting Galaxy Wiping Powers.


Necromancer Supreme in Another World: OP MC Necromancer Summoner LitRPG

Necromancer Supreme in Another World: OP MC Necromancer Summoner LitRPG

Death will be had!

Jim has no life outside of gaming, spending years dedicated to a single VRMMO and maxing out one character to heights unachieved before: a Necromancer Supreme and his summons. Then, one day, he wakes up inside the same game he has spent thousands of hours playing.

An army marches to kill one of his summons; a powerful Lich.

Jimmy, now living as his Necromancer Supreme, Vrazher Corour, must navigate the world, meet new people, and make new friends, all while hiding his identity as the very master of this world’s modern calamities, and trying to figure out what era of the game he has been dropped into.

Pre- or post-rift beings breaking into this world. Twelve Voidlings. Twelve Tests. Pre- or post- the VRMMO game itself.


RuinForged Architect Book One: Apocalypse System Litrpg

RuinForged Architect Book One: Apocalypse System Litrpg Books One and Two

They Thought Wrong.

Bob Arnold was part of testing ancient technology that does not function correctly. After a decade, it is disposed of—but the damage is already done. The device pings a new alien civilization and brings it to Earth, along with a newer version of the System and its capabilities.

They are not here to negotiate or understand. They are here to divide and conquer through a false evaluation and tutorial.

Except they make a blunder in their assumptions.

Humanity is not separated from the Galactic System because it is weak or primitive. Humanity is not stripped of the System because it is a lowly race. And soon enough, this alien civilization learns why.

Follow Bob Arnold as he unlocks a Construct Building class—creating a base, golems, tanks, missile launchers, and more. He must fight to survive an evaluation designed to ruin humanity: system monsters unleashed against them, humans tricked into believing corrupted system guides, and hidden exploits embedded into the System itself.

Follow Bob Arnold as he shows the galaxy why the aliens got this wrong.

So. Very. Wrong.
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